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This dissertation examines the symphony orchestra and its socio-political context in the 
United States. Using three orchestral case studies—the Los Angeles Philharmonic, the 
Philadelphia Orchestra, and Venezuela’s El Sistema—I examine the ways in which American 
symphony orchestras have responded both today and in the past to the public and academic 
discourse around social inclusion. Interweaving musicology, sociology, urban anthropology, 
cultural studies, education, economics, ethnomusicology, economics, data from grant-giving 
institutions, and from symphony orchestras themselves, I seek to situate the wider discourse on 
social justice in the arts (which has, until recently, lived largely outside of academia) within a 
musicological framework. From this structure, I ask how the fate of an orchestra’s artistic and 
social relevance hinges on a series of distinct artistic, managerial, structural, and philosophical 
choices, and ask how the orchestral institution can actively engage with the experiences of its 
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For he is the rich man 
In whom the people are rich, 
And he is the poor man 
In whom the people are poor; 
And how to give access 
To all the masterpieces of art and nature 
Is the problem of civilization 
Ralph Waldo Emerson 1 
                                                               
                                                                                            
                                                                                                                 
 
Visitors to the Egyptian exhibits at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City 
enter the galleries through doors marked “Sackler Wing.” Indeed, members of the Sackler 
family, who built the company that is now Purdue Pharmaceuticals, have been long time and 
prolific donors to the arts and humanities in academic and cultural institutions around the world. 
Their names adorn museums and galleries at Harvard, Columbia, and Oxford Universities; the 
Smithsonian Institution; the afore-mentioned Met Museum; the American Museum of Natural 
History, and many, many more.2 Yet in May of 2019, the Met joined the Guggenheim (where 
Sackler family members sat on the board for many years)3 along with the National Portrait 
Gallery, the Tate Modern, and the Louvre in a pledge to no longer accept funding from the 
family. The Sackler’s personal wealth is tied in no small part to the production of the drug 
	
1 The Conduct of Life (Boston: Ticknor and Fields, 1860), 84.  
 
2 Elizabeth A. Harris, “The Louvre Took Down the Sackler Name. Here’s Why Other Museums Probably Won’t,” 
The New York Times (hereafter NYT), July 18, 2019, online at https://www.nytimes.com/ 2019/07/18/arts/sackler-
family-museums.html.   
 
3 Alex Marshall, “Museums Cut Ties with the Sackler Family as Outrage over Opioid Crisis Grows,” NYT, March 




OxyContin. Public outrage demanded a swift divorce from the family and its role in the ongoing 
and worsening public health epidemic fueled by the opioid crisis.4  
At the same time, New York’s Whitney Museum removed Warren B. Kanders from its 
board after months of public protests over his company’s production of tear gas that was used at 
the United States-Mexico border.5  At a time when public funding for the arts is steadily 
decreasing, these institutions divested from a philanthropic income stream of millions of dollars,  
answering the ethical and political demands of their supporting communities.  
In Whose Muse?: Art and the Public Trust, Glenn D. Lowry, Director of New York’s 
Modern Museum of Art, asks:   
 
But what is public trust? How is this trust created and what does it mean to lose it? Why, one 
might ask, should we care about this term at all? By public, do we mean a community at 
large, or more specifically, the subsection of a larger community that museums actually 




Lowry’s questions are echoed in recent academic work in art history and museum studies. 
In her ethnographic study Exhibitions for Social Justice,7 Elena Gonzales looks at museum 
curation as a practice, and posits that museums have the power to create demonstrated change in 
societal equality through curatorial content and processes. Richard Sandell’s Museums, Equality, 
	
4 In a story that is still ongoing, the family is in the process of settling lawsuits filed by more than 2,000 local 
governments. See Brian Mann, “Purdue Pharma Reaches a Tentative Deal to Settle Thousands of Opioid Lawsuits, 
National Public Radio, September 11, 2019, online at https://www.npr.org/2019/09/11/759967610/purdue-pharma-
reaches-tentative-deal-to-settle-thousands-of-opioid-lawsuits .Also Colin Dwyer, “Sacklers Withdrew Nearly $11 
Billion From Purdue as Opioid Crisis Mounted,” National Public Radio, online at https://www.npr.org/ 
2019/12/17/788783876/sacklers-withdrew-nearly-11-billion-from-purdue-as-opioid-crisis-mounted.  
 
5 Holland Cotter, “Money, Ethics, Art: Can Museums Police Themselves?,” NYT, May 9,  2019, online at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/09/arts/design/museums-ethics.html?Search ResultPosition=2. 
 
6 Glenn D. Lowry, “A Deontological Approach to Art Museums and the Public Trust,” in Whose Muse?: Art and the 
Public Trust, ed. James Cuno (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004), 133.   
 




and Social Justice8 offers a nuanced examination of the ways in which social responsibility has 
become a core tenet in many museum’s missions and identifies the problems and opportunities 
that this shift in values provides.  
I begin with this brief glimpse into current events in the art and museum worlds for the 
striking correlative they provide—both in the ways in which these cultural institutions have been 
asked to make institutional change based on the moral and ethical demands of their patrons, and 
in the ways that these changes and demands are being examined in academia—to my own 
examination of the symphony orchestra and its socio-political context in the United States.  
Traditionally, the American symphony orchestra and its repertory reflect the well-
educated, relatively well-to-do sliver of society that makes up its patronage. Yet, these cultural 
organisms “live” in cities with broad spectrums of racial and socio-economic diversity, so that, 
when the symphonic concert stage is populated by an overwhelmingly white body of musicians, 
when the patrons filling both seats and coffers come primarily from the most affluent among us, 
and when the music being played was composed largely by white men from centuries past, there 
is a stark disconnect between the performing institution and the very community that it inhabits. 
This disconnect is echoed in larger discussions (both in and outside the academy) about social 
policies and issues of inclusion and public relevancy, a conversation from which the symphony 
orchestra ought not to be immune.  
My dissertation presents three orchestral case studies that examine the ways in which 
American symphony orchestras have responded both today and in the past to the public and 
academic discourse around social inclusion and asks how—through programming, management, 
	






institutional strategy, and education—the symphony orchestra is repositioning its role within its 
community in order to change the ways in which it reflects and serves the diverse populations 
therein.  
My dissertation shows that when the symphony orchestra is examined through a 
multidisciplinary lens—interweaving musicology, sociology, urban anthropology, cultural 
studies, and education, not to mention economics, ethnomusicology, economics, data from grant-
giving institutions, and from symphony orchestras themselves—that a nuanced portrait of this 
socio-musical body emerges.  So while the perspective this study offers is novel, it is informed 
by a rich body of research that speaks to broader themes uniting its five chapters.  
 
 
THE AMERICAN SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA  
AND ITS SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT 
  
There is a rich font of musicological and sociological research that examines the 
symphony orchestra in the United States in relation to its cultural and political agency. Ralph 
Locke’s criticism of Lawrence Levine’s Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of Cultural 
Hierarchy in America9 poses social and ideological questions in order to bring “aesthetic issues 
back into the discussion of concert life,”10 and in so doing recognizes the role of “consumers” of 
Western art music in nineteenth-century America. In “Balance of Power: Music as Art and 
Social Class in the Late Nineteenth-Century,” Karen Alquist examines the legacy of Levine, and 
amplifies and contextualizes the voice of his critics. As she continues the inquiry of who is elite 
	
9 Lawrence Levine, Highbrow/Lowbrow: The Emergence of a Cultural Hierarchy in America (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1990). For work in a similar vein (and subject to a similar vein of criticism), see Paul 
DiMaggio, “Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century Boston: The Creation of an Organizational Base for 
High Culture in America,” and “Cultural Entrepreneurship in Nineteenth-Century Boston, Part II: The 
Classification and Framing of American Art,” Media, Culture, and Society 4 (1982): 33-50, 303-322.  
 
10 Ralph P. Locke, “Music Lovers, Patrons, and the ‘Sacralization’ of Culture in America,” 19th-Century Music 17, 
no. 2 (1993): 150.  
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and who is not, she argues against the notion that  “artistic complexity and social position can 
simply be mapped onto each other—that is, the idea that “classical” music and elitism are 
necessarily intertwined.”11 Alquist looks to the musical responses to political movements in the 
early twentieth-century to “reject the axiom that cultural production at the top of the critic’s 
hierarchy is necessarily owned by those at the top of the socioeconomic one.”12  Alternately, in 
Orchestrating the Nation: The Nineteenth-Century American Symphonic Enterprise,13 Douglas 
Shadle shows how relationships between criticism, programming, and audience reception have 
caused generations of American symphonic composers to be historically marginalized, not for 
their musical qualities but rather because of entrenched institutional biases. I try to look at these 
threads of understanding the broader audience—the cultural consumer-- and the living composer 
as players with agency, rather than as passive entities subject to the control of elite “taste.”14    
American symphonic institutions in the first half of the twentieth-century present a case 
study of these ideas in practice. In her examination of the People’s Orchestra of Los Angeles,15 
Catherine Parsons Smith situates a symphonic movement in the framework of Progressive Era 
politics in a formulation that is eerily reminiscent of the political climate that, almost one 
hundred years later, forms the backdrop for this dissertation:16 “The Progressive Era was a period 
	
11 Karen Alquist, “Balance of Power: Music as Art and Social Class in the Late Nineteenth Century,” in Rethinking 
American Music, ed. Tara Browner and Thomas L. Riis (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2019), 13.  
 
12 Alquist, “Balance of Power,” 23.  
 
13 Douglas Shadle, Orchestrating the Nation: The Nineteenth-Century American Symphonic Enterprise (London: 
Oxford University Press, 2015).  
 
14 Note that all of the sources cited in this paragraph engage with Pierre Bourdieu’s formulation of “cultural capital,” 
in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routlege, 1986).  
 
15 Catherine Parsons Smith, Making Music in Los Angeles (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007).  
 
16 See also Gavin James Campbell, “’A Higher Mission than Merely to Please the Ear,’: Music and Social Reform in 
America, 1990-1925,” The Musical Quarterly 84, no. 2 (Summer 2000): 259-286 and Derek Vaillant, Progressivism 
and Music in Chicago, 1873-1935 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003).		
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of political and educational reform, continuing industrialization, and massive immigration . . . 
that was seen as a threat to the existing domination of American life by its native-born, white 
middle-class, culturally Protestant citizens.”17 The People’s Orchestra of Los Angeles was 
founded to offer an alternative to the Los Angeles Symphony, and sought to offer low ticket 
prices and a choice of repertoire not built so closely around the nineteenth-century Germanic 
canon. In 1913, the People’s Orchestra served an audience of nearly forty-five thousand over the 
course of thirty concerts, while the Los Angeles Symphony served an audience of approximately 
8,300 over the course of six concerts.18  In all, “these middle-class progressive leaders carried out 
the most widespread and clearly articulated use of music for social purposes between the Civil 
War and World War I.”19  
Finally, the obvious precedent for my study of cultural democracy as it relates to the 
American symphony orchestra in 2020 is the Federal Music Project (FMP), the first program to 
be implemented under Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration. While this is not 
the place for an extended history of that program, this dissertation continually grapples with 
themes central to its study. The inherent conflict of a program founded with the hope of 
revealing the “undiscovered genius of American music,” helmed by an impresario who believed 
that there were very few American works of “lasting value,”  is one that resonates through the 
various lines of inquiry adopted here.20  Also important to reference is the disconnect between 
	
	
17 Smith, The People’s Orchestra, 122. Particularly pertinent to this dissertation is John Dewey, Experience and 
Education (New York: MacMillan, 1938).  
 
18 Smith, The People’s Orchestra, 117.  
 
19 Alquist, “Balance of Power, 23.  
 
20 The FMP sponsored a Composers Forum Laboratory in New York City, and later in Philadelphia, Chicago, 
Detroit, Cleveland, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Boston, Jacksonville, and Tulsa. Yet its 
music was rarely performed by the FMP orchestras. Jane DeHart Mathews, “Arts and the People: The New Deal 
Quest for a Cultural Democracy,” Journal of American History 62, no. 2 (September, 1975): 316-339. For the 
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the ideals of cultural democracy and the realities of public policy. While its cultural ideals were 
lofty, in reality, “economic distress, bureaucratic restrictions, and political opposition confined 
WPA’s performing artists to a few major cities, inaccessible to millions of the people for whom 




 While the Venezuelan social and orchestral education program22 El Sistema is a relatively 
recent phenomenon,23 its viability for scholarly inquiry is one that has been embraced by 
scholars in increasing numbers. Ludim Pedroza employs the Barthean concept of 
“demythification” to deconstruct the propagandistic narrative built from within the organization, 
and questions its social versus musical basis.24 For Pedroza, El Sistema is not the embodiment of 
musical democracy, as espoused  by its founders,25 but rather a firm “grounding of orchestral 
	
Federal Music Project, the American musical vernacular—jazz, swing, Tin Pan Alley, country, and blues—was “not 
the culture to be emphasized: instead it was the culture the FMP hoped to replace.” Kenneth J. Bindas, All of this 
Music Belongs to the Nation: The WPA’s Federal Music Project and American Society (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1995), 16. For a more specific case study (and one that is pertinent to this dissertation’s partial 
focus on Philadelphia), see Arthur R. Jarvis, “Philadelphia’s Depression Orchestras: Contrasts Between the WPA 
Civic Symphony and the Philadelphia Orchestra, 1935-1942,”  Pennsylvania History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic 
Studies 66, no. 3 (Summer 1999): 421-436.  
 
21 Mathews, “Arts and the People,” 327.  
 
22 The program’s classification as a musical or social program is one taken up by this dissertation, see Chapter 3.  
 
23 El Sistema was founded in 1975, and largely came onto the radar of the Western world with the Simón Bólivar 
Youth Orchestra of Venezuela’s performance at the BBC Proms in 2007.  
 
24 Ludim Pedroza, “Of Orchestras, Mythos, and the Idealization of Symphonic Practice: The Orquesta Sinfónica de 
Venezuela in the (Collateral) History of El Sistema, Latin American Music Review 36, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2015): 
68-93. For further dismantling of El Sistema’s historical veneer, see Geoffrey Baker, El Sistema: Orchestrating 
Venezuela’s Youth (London: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
 
25 For histories of El Sistema generated from within the organization, see Chefi Borzacchini, Venezuela: The 
Miracle of Music (Caracas: Fundación Bancaribe, 2010) and Borzacchini, Venezuela Bursting with Orchestras 




practice in a system of belief.”26  
In “Music as a Life-Saving Project: Venezuela’s El Sistema in the American Neo-
Idealistic Imagination,” Pedroza describes Venezuela’s conception of El Sistema and its 
reception and reinterpretation in the United States in terms of neo-idealistic philosophy.  
 
The U.S. brand of neo-idealism tends to exceptionalize classical music, a selected 
body of masterpieces, and the notion that a contemplative intimacy with music can be 
life-changing. El Sistema’s post-colonial impetus informs its search for a social 
transformation of broad dimension and favors a new-idealism that exceptionalizes the 
performative, collective, and nationalistic aspects of orchestral practice.27  
  
 
She extends this metaphor by mapping these characteristics onto specific musico-
idealistic tropes, particularly to the performance aesthetics of Franz Liszt and Clara Schumann. 
Pedroza paints Liszt as an advocate of music education as a tool through which artists could 
bring harmony to a larger society, and a vocal proponent of a “widespread institutionalization of 
musical practice.”28  For Pedroza, the Venezuelan manifestation of El Sistema is tied to a 
Lisztian utopia, where music acts as a civilizing force.29  On the other hand, the popular 
interpretation of El Sistema in the United States is such that orchestral music is held up as an 
idealized utopia,30  illustrated by Pedroza here through Schumann’s idealization of the werktreue, 
	
26 Pedroza, “Of Orchestras, Mythos, and the Idealization of Symphonic Practice,” 85.  
 
27 Pedroza, “Music as a Life-Saving Project: Venezuela’s El Sistema in the American Neo-Idealistic Imagination,” 
College Music Symposium 54 (2014), online at https://symposium.music.org/.  
 
28 Pedroza, “Music as a Life-Saving Project,” online at https://symposium.music.org/. See also Franz Liszt, An 
Artist’s Journey: Lettres d’un bachelier ès musique 1835-1841, trans. Charles Suttoni. (Chicago and London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989).  
 
29 Pedroza references here the philosophical disciples of Henri Saint-Simon, who advocated for music as a 
“civilizing force.” Pedroza, “Music as a Life-Saving Project,” 28.  
 
30 This particular brand of musical work as “self-reflexive utopia” has its roots in German Romantic thought, 
particularly in the writings of E.T.A. Hoffman, Schopenhauer, and Schilling. It is exemplified in American reception 
of El Sistema in Tricia Tunstall, Changing Lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the Transformative Power of 




where the work itself represents the true, ideal state.31  Yet I will posit that in neither case—as 
“civilizing (colonizing) force”  or as “self-reflexive, internal ideal—does a symphony truly serve 




ORCHESTRA AS SOCIETY/ORCHESTRA IN SOCIETY 
 
The symphony orchestra as a model for society is a central tenet of El Sistema’s 
philosophy. “As members of an orchestra . . . students build and model the cooperative attributes 
of a healthy symbiotic community in order to achieve success.”32 In some ways reminiscent of 
the internal/external axis drawn by Pedroza, scholars and writers have looked at the orchestra as 
a reflection of society since its modern manifestation. John Spitzer traces that history in his 
article “Metaphors of the Orchestra—the Orchestra as Metaphor,” from the earliest use of the 
word “orchestra” in its modern understanding through the present time.33  David Schwarz 
analyzes the evolution from double direction to single conductor in both musical and 
psychoanalytical terms.34 And in “The Jurassic Symphony,” Robert Spich and Robert Sylvester 
see the canonized music director as a dictatorial figure, both literally and figuratively.35 
While acknowledging the literature, and also understanding “orchestra as model society” 
	
31 Pedroza, “Music as a Life-Saving Project,” 28.  
 
32 Jonathan Andrew Govias, “Five Principles of El Sistema,” El Sistema USA, September 9, 2011, online at 
https://elsistemausa.files.wordpress.com/2011/09/govias-five-fundamentals-of-el-sistema.pdf. 
 
33 John Spitzer, “Metaphors of the Orchestra—the Orchestra as Metaphor,” The Musical Quarterly 80, no. 2 
(Summer, 1996): 234-264.  
 
34 David Schwarz, Listening Awry: Music and Alterity in German Culture (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2006).  
 
35 Robert S. Spich and Robert M. Sylvester, “The Jurassic Symphony: An Analytic Essay on the Prospects of 




as a central (and problematic) tenet in El Sistema’s social construction, I will be more concerned 
with the symphony orchestra in society, as a dynamic cultural organism with agency in its 
community. Music educators dealing with issues of social justice in practice provide context for 
the professional orchestras that I consider. Thus Randall Allsup, Heidi Westerlund, and Eric 
Shieh   draw a direct line between “real world” problems—racial inequities and opportunity 
gaps, unemployment, mistrust of immigrants—and music education and performance in the 
classroom. “Students are not in our classes only to learn musical skills or established traditions 
from us; they are in our classes to shape musical and social traditions that live and breathe and 
transform the world in which we live.”36 
In her article “The Orchestration of Civil Society: Community and Conscience in 
Symphony Orchestras,” Tina K. Ramnarine suggests moving away from thinking of orchestras 
as a model of society, and engaging with them instead as “active, socio-political bodies.”37  
 
Discourses on the orchestra in relation to issues of plurality, contradiction, and 
conflict have focused on the institution’s potential for peace, social harmony, and 
political vision. The orchestra is described as an agent of positive socio-political 
change. In this respect, we shift from the models of social theory which use the 
orchestra as a metaphor for thinking about social relations to seeing the orchestra as a 
collective with socio-political agency and the capacity to influence society.38 
  
 This toggling between external and internal relationships, outlined both in Ramnarine’s 
	
36 Randall Everett Allsup, Heidi Westerlund, and Eric Shieh, “Youth Culture and Secondary Education,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Music Education, ed. Gary E. McPherson and Graham F. Welch (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 462. For further literature on social justice in the music classroom, see also Lucy Green, 
Music on Deaf Ears: Musical Meaning, Ideology, Education (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1998); and 
Deborah Bradley, “Good for What, Good for Whom? Decolonizing Music Education Philosophies,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Philosophy in Music Education, ed. Wayne D. Bowman and Ana Lucia Frega (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), among others.  
 
37 Tina K. Ramnarine, “The Orchestration of Civil Society: Community and Conscience in Symphony Orchestras,” 
Ethnomusicology Forum 20, no. 3 (December, 2011): 330.  
 




construction and in Pedroza’s neo-idealistic dichotomies, are central to thinking about how an 
orchestra’s appeal to its wider community is correlated to its internal diversity. “For an orchestra 
to be a ‘microcosm of society,’ it should be seen to include all parts of society.”39  
 The August 2019 issue of Symphony magazine, the quarterly publication of the League of 
American Orchestras, is titled “American Dialogues: Orchestras Open Timely Conversations 
about Music and Social Justice.” Its articles include a conversation about diversifying the 
orchestral board room, a survey of music and social impact programs in orchestras across the 
country, gender equality in contemporary composition, and representation and inclusion of the 
LGBTQ+ community in U.S. orchestras.40 These articles show that the issues of social justice 
and socio-cultural relevance are top-of-mind for symphony orchestras as they enter the third 
decade of the twenty-first century.  
 The priorities of grant-giving organizations echo those of the League. The Mellon 
Foundation looks to fund performing arts organizations that “assert the public value of the arts 
through distinctive community bonds,” including “inclusive strategies that broaden access to the 
arts by encouraging participation and expression in activities that create robust community 
relationships.” Another priority is diversity, inclusion, and efforts to provide “programming that 
reflects a variety of cultural perspectives, and celebrates artists from underrepresented 
communities.”41 The Ford Foundation, whose history of funding orchestras is lengthy and 
prolific, has implemented a set of seven funding priorities built around challenging inequality. 
“We believe in the inherent dignity of all people. Yet around the world people are excluded from 
	
39 Ramnarine, “The Orchestration of Civil Society,” 337.  
 
40 Jesse Rosen, ed., Symphony (Summer 2019).  
 




full participation in the political, economic, and cultural systems that shape their lives.” In the 
arts, specifically, they fund “artist-driven projects and organizations that include deep and 
meaningful engagement with communities.”42  
 These three themes—the American symphony orchestra and its socio-political context, 
ideas imported from Venezuela’s El Sistema as they inform American orchestral practice, and 
the symphony orchestra as an internal societal model versus an external, active body—are woven 
throughout this dissertation, and are informed by a rich and diverse body of literature across 
disciplines. 
I will argue that there is a direct correlation between an effort toward social inclusion (in 
programming, in physical spaces, in education, in managerial and institutional decision-making) 
and the cultural and the financial struggles faced by many present-day American symphony 
orchestras, and that failure in the first leads to the same in the second. Chapters 1 and 2 look at 
the divergent trajectories of two major American orchestras—Los Angeles and Philadelphia—
and the manifold decisions that have led to their current “personalities.” They show how a real 
effort to increase diversity and representation leads to continued community. Chapter 3 looks to 
the Venezuelan music education program “El Sistema” as perhaps the most comprehensive, 
albeit politically complicated example of “cultural democracy” in the modern orchestral world. 43 
Finally, Chapters 4 and 5 seek to find lessons from that program that can be transplanted to 
today’s orchestral scene in the United States.  
In the conclusion to her 2018 book Black Opera: History, Power, Engagement, Naomi 
	
42 The Ford Foundation, online at https://www.fordfoundation.org/work/challenging-inequality/.  
	
43 For an overview of the political climate in Venezuela in 2020, see Anatoly Kurmanaev and Ana Vanessa Herrero, 






André writes of an “engaged musicology”: 
 
There is nothing in my construction of an ‘engaged musicology’ that is at odds with the AMS 
‘public musicology’: however, they seem to occupy different spaces. An engaged musicology 
is more of an ideology that incorporates the vantage points of the current diverse publics 
interpreting a work. In addition to the traditional tools of musicological analysis, engaged 
musicology emphasizes how a specific musical work has meaning today. In public 
musicology, the emphasis seems to be more on an educational desire to share the accepted 
knowledge of specialists with a less-informed audience. It is a dissemination issue rather than 
how the interpretation engages the experiences of the audience. . . An engaged musicology 
finds a way to incorporate some of the experiences of the public into an historically informed 
interpretation.44  
 
       I therefore take the mantle of Andrés’ concept and, rather than applying it to the analysis of 
an individual work, fit her “engaged musicology” onto the symphony orchestra as a socio-
cultural American institution. In so doing, I situate the symphony in the ongoing academic and 
social discourse around issues of social responsibility and relevancy, and ask how the orchestral 
institution can actively engage with the experiences and of its audience in order to create a 











44 Naomi André, Black Opera: History, Power, Engagement (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2018), 198. 
André’s construction is laid out in contradistinction to the American Musicological Society’s “public musicology,” 
or the dissemination of musical research aimed towards a more general, as opposed to an exclusively academic 
readership. This work is shared on Musicology Now, a public-facing blog that aims to provide applications outside 





TWO ORCHESTRAS: LOS ANGELES/PHILADELPHIA COUNTERPOINT I 
ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE AND PERFORMANCE 
 
This chapter deals with recent histories—partial, to be sure—of two major American 
symphony orchestras, those in Philadelphia and Los Angeles, both of which have recently been 
present in the media, though for sharply divergent reasons. The Philadelphia Orchestra, one of 
America’s oldest, most esteemed, and historically well-financed ensembles, put a stark face on 
the reality of the strain placed on classical music organizations by the 2008 recession when, in 
April 2011, it declared bankruptcy, the first major U.S. orchestra ever to do so. In contrast, the 
Los Angeles Philharmonic has quietly flourished and now perches happily as one of the most 
innovative and successful artistic ensembles in the country. With its young, seemingly “can-do-
no-wrong” conductor, Gustavo Dudamel, its dynamic and always-filled Disney Hall (opened in 
2003, two years after Philadelphia’s Kimmel Center), its ability to attract audiences despite a 
repertoire that frequently embraces new music, and its continued financial solvency, the 
ensemble is a rarity in the current orchestral landscape. 
The success of one orchestra and the struggles of another are difficult to account for, as 
they result from a complex web of factors: a striking economic downturn, local political 
agendas, the inter-workings of a multi-tiered leadership structure (board of directors, managing 
director or CEO, conductor, musicians), choice of repertoire, conductor-musician relations, 
historical perception as understood by the listening public, and physical space, to name just a 
few. All of these things play an important role in how an orchestra is received by its community 
(whether large urban or small town), and ultimately it is community support, first at a local, then 
at regional, national, and even global levels, that is the essential hallmark of an orchestra’s 
financial and artistic success. 
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What follows outlines the divergent trajectories of the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the 
Philadelphia Orchestra from inter-related perspectives: bureaucratic structure, community 
relationships, and physical space, factors that, when coupled with institutional research, 
organizational risk, and the willingness (or unwillingness) to change, interact and ultimately 
determine the orchestra’s musical and organizational success. Chapter 2 will then compare the 
orchestras along still another axis: musical choices. 
Los Angeles: Organizational Philosophy 
 
The bureaucratic structure of an orchestra is multi-tiered; the board of directors, the 
managing director or CEO, the conductor, and the musicians themselves must fit into a complex 
puzzle where extraordinary musical skill, business acumen, community awareness, and financial 
resources, not to mention very delicate egos, strike just the right balance so as not to alienate any 
one group but instead work together to ensure continued organizational success. Because the 
CEO is the linchpin between the artistic voice of the organization (the conductor and musicians) 
and the financial arm (the board of directors), he or she plays a vital role in maintaining this 
delicate balance, and as such, often sets the tenor for the way the orchestra is perceived by its 
public. 
In 1969, Ernest Fleischmann (1924-2010), then General Manager of the London 
Symphony Orchestra, wrote an article entitled “Who Runs Our Orchestra and Who Should?”45 
In it, he expresses frustration at the power that boards of directors, whose influence and wealth 
came from spheres outside the music world, had over ensembles’ artistic direction. How can a 
musical organization survive, he wonders, when it is run by “housewives and bankers and 
	




insurance executives?”46 As a solution, he offers the manager-cum-impresario, someone whose 
expertise straddles the seemingly diverse spheres of music and business. 
 
Whether we like it or not, we are in the throes of a managerial revolution in the orchestral 
world. The orchestra manager is undergoing a metamorphosis. He is emerging from the 
cocoon in which he was the servant of his board, and the amanuensis of his music director, to 
become the master, on whom depend not only his orchestra’s administrative and financial 
fortunes but also its artistic future.47 
 
 
That same year Fleischmann received a call from the Chairman of the Board of a 
financially struggling Los Angeles Philharmonic. Rather than take offense at Fleischmann’s 
scathing portrayal of orchestral corporate structure, the board— whose makeup was very much 
like the one he so unflinchingly criticizes—was intrigued, and hired him away from his post in 
London to become the Executive Director in Los Angeles. It turned out to be an extraordinarily 
prescient move; for though he wrote his article nearly fifty years ago, Fleischmann’s portrait of 
the modern orchestra manager is strikingly accurate even today. Though the manager that he 
described was much more of a future vision than a portrayal of his then-contemporaries, 
Fleischmann, once hired by the Los Angeles Philharmonic, transformed himself into the 
impresario about whom he wrote, and as such, became responsible for much of the ensemble’s 
current success. In the words of the orchestra’s then-CEO, Deborah Borda, "the unique and 
blessed musical landscape we inhabit in 21st-century Los Angeles was made possible by a 
cultural giant of the 20th — Ernest Fleischmann. To say that we stand upon his shoulders is a 
proven fact.”48 
	
46 Fleischmann, Oral History, Interviewed by Alex Kline, Center for Oral History Research, University of 
California, Los Angeles, 2003. 
 
47 Fleischmann, “Who Runs Our Orchestras,” 63. 
	
48 Claudia Luther, “L.A. Philharmonic’s Determined Visionary,” Los Angeles Times (hereafter LAT), June 15, 2010, 
online at http://articles.latimes.com/2010/jun/15/local/la-me-ernest-fleischmann-20100615 
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Upon Fleischmann’s arrival in Los Angeles in 1969, the Los Angeles Philharmonic was a 
fine, if not particularly innovative or distinguished group. In his own words, “When I came here, 
the Philharmonic was in a fairly—well, I almost said ‘sorry’ state. But [it was] in a sort of 
limited, unadventurous situation where it certainly wasn’t fulfilling its potential, nor was the 
Hollywood Bowl being used to its full potential.”49 Almost immediately upon being hired, 
Fleischmann took actions to make the Philharmonic a local ensemble, in an effort that, 
ironically, would ultimately raise its global stature. First, he reduced the number of concerts in 
outlying communities like Santa Barbara, Orange County, and San Diego.50 This move served to 
redefine the orchestra in terms of its own city, instead of as a more vaguely Southern California 
ensemble. Recognizing the uniqueness of its own community allowed the orchestra to focus on 
the audience that would ultimately become its main supporters, and thus market itself more 
effectively to its core constituents. This strategy also had the very practical upside of reducing 
the musicians’ travel time. 
Obviously it’s pretty tough going if, say, on a Saturday night [the players] have to go all the 
way down to San Diego or up to Santa Barbara and come back at least midnight or later, then 
very often next morning at eleven [o’clock], play a Sunday morning rehearsal, and a two 
thirty matinee concert. That’s not conducive to a happy, fulfilled orchestra, or even maybe to 
the best performances. If musicians are tired they’ll never be at their best.51  
 
So by staying closer to home, the Philharmonic was able not only to strengthen its 
relationship with its local community, but also to give its musicians more time to hone their 
skills. One helping hand strengthens the other. 
	
49 Fleischmann, Oral History, 208. 
 
50 Fleischmann, Oral History, 210. 
 




Simultaneously, Fleischmann extended the Music Center52 season, and added additional 
subscription series. When he arrived in Los Angeles, the Philharmonic presented a mere forty 
concerts during the entire winter season, two concerts a week from the beginning of October 
until the end of May.53 
There was a short Sunday afternoon series [ . . . ] I expanded it like mad. Because the Sunday 
afternoon series [ . . . ] was selling extremely well [ . . . ] I increased the number of weeks for 
the Philharmonic slowly, from twenty to twenty-two to twenty-four to twenty-six, and the 
number of concerts per week, first from two to three, then in many weeks to four concerts, 
and eventually even in some weeks to five [ . . . ] The reason I did this was—First of all, in 
such a large area as greater Los Angeles I believed there was more of an audience than we 




Here the administration extended its faith towards the people of Los Angeles by trusting 
that if more concerts were offered, at a variety of times, presenting more music to choose from, 
they could attract larger and more diverse audiences. 
Certainly the opportunity for incremental income was vastly greater with a series of 
concerts in Los Angeles than with the cost of transporting an entire orchestra hours away from 
its home base. And rather than marketing different programs to different audiences, the 
Philharmonic could instead market one program—stretched over a number of nights—to one 
public. Yet the benefit was also a musical one. With the players not stretched so thin, they were 
spending more concentrated time in rehearsal, the result being a more refined, more focused 
sound. In turn, a stronger orchestra attracted a more devoted following. 
	
52 At the time, Los Angeles’s Music Center consisted of the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion (where the Philharmonic 
held its concerts), the Ahmanson Theater, and the Mark Taper Forum.  
 
53 Fleischmann Oral History, 208. 
 
54 In the early 1970s, the time that Fleischmann describes here, the Los Angeles Philharmonic was struggling 
financially, and their fundraising was limited owing to the fact that most of it was done across Music Center venues. 
Thus ticket sales were extremely important.	
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Also upon arriving in Los Angeles, Fleischman discovered that the Hollywood Bowl was 
run under a completely separate umbrella from the Philharmonic Association. Yet he understood 
the financial potential and programming possibilities that the Bowl presented, and he made a 
priority of revitalizing and reviving what had become a somewhat tired venue whose musical 
mission and audience was jarringly disjunct from the goals of the Philharmonic, which then 
performed at the Music Center, just a few miles away. Fleischmann brought the leadership of the 
two organizations together under one parent organization, and understood that the Hollywood 
Bowl presented an opportunity to take programming risks that the traditional concert hall setting 
couldn’t provide. 
The merger was carried out with care. On the one hand, he brought the traditional concert 
hall outdoors by programming even solo recitals, something that many said couldn’t be done, 
given the vastness of the outdoor space. On the other hand, he embraced the “Hollywood” in 
Hollywood Bowl with a nod to the movie industry. He launched an incredibly popular series of 
Star Wars concerts complete with laser light shows, and started a series called “Switched On 
Symphony,” featuring such rock musicians as Frank Zappa and Jethro Tull, thus breaking down 
barriers between classical music and popular culture, and showing that the Hollywood Bowl was 
a venue that could happily host both. Fleischmann himself seemed surprised that it took his arrival 
in Los Angeles to see this possibility: “It was ridiculous that somebody from conservative England 
should come to the showbiz capital of the world to put a bit of showbiz into the Bowl.”55 In 1991 
the Hollywood Bowl Orchestra was established under the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s umbrella,56 
relieving the musicians of overextending their season, while increasing revenue potential for the 
	
55 Fleischmann, Oral History, 223. 
 




Los Angeles Philharmonic Society as a whole. 
As Fleischmann stated: "Who's in charge is really the most delicate aspect of music 
leadership.”57 During his tenure at the Los Angeles Philharmonic, he “transformed a provincial 
second-rank orchestra into one of the world's best”58 through the all-encompassing nature of his 
leadership. 
Fleischmann [ . . . was] nothing if not the authority figure for the orchestra. He [ . . . ] 
functioned as impresario, talent scout, super-organizer, programmer, arts politician and 
sweeping policy maker. For better or worse, and most observers concede the former, he [was] 
the most important single force on the serious music scene in Los Angeles. He [was] an 
emphatic, dominating, bulldozing, brilliant presence. He [was] a star.59 
 
 
Though Fleischmann’s tenure might now seem distant from the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic today—as it “bask[s] in wealth and thriv[es] in innovation”60—its current success 
can be directly drawn to the new paradigms that he created in the field of orchestral 
management. “Fleischmann is almost an institution in himself, and an international figure of 
mythic proportions in the business of classical music.”61  
That Fleischmann’s shoes would be difficult to fill is illustrated by the extraordinarily 
short tenure of his successor, Willem Wijnbergen, who came to Los Angeles from his position as 
managing director of the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra in Amsterdam, and was by all 
accounts qualified to lead the Philharmonic. A trained (though amateur) musician, he held an 
	
57 Fleischmann, Oral History, 266. 
 
58 Luther, “L.A. Philharmonic’s Determined Visionary.” 
 
59 Martin Bernheimer, “Tyrant of the Philharmonic,” LAT, June 15, 2010, online at http://articles.latimes.com/1989-
10-08/magazine/tm-1_1_ernest-fleischmann. 
 
60 Alex Ross, “Finales: The Minnesota Orchestra Cancels, and Hilary Hahn Stages a Festival, The New Yorker, 
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MBA from Southern Methodist University, and had had success in reviving the 
Concertgebouw’s struggling finances.62 However, his approach to understanding the relationship 
between business and music contrasted sharply with Ernest Fleischmann’s. Fleischmann 
believed that “the problem [ . . . was that] many [executives] are very bottom line oriented, and 
they think that you run a symphony orchestra like a business. Well, that’s only a small part of the 
story. You have to equate the art form with the business.”63  
Wijnbergen was in fact that bottom-line executive, “more businessman than impresario, 
[he] arrived [in Los Angeles] convinced that business—dealing with deficits, devising new 
marketing gadgetry, streamlining operations in both artistic and money regions—ranked first on 
the agenda.”64 The new managing director started off on the wrong foot: he orchestrated 
sweeping layoffs, uprooted the fundamental executive structure, spent seven figures redecorating 
his office (at a time when arts organizations across the country were struggling to keep their 
doors open), and fired the executive director of the Hollywood Bowl, the venue whose revenue 
was funding much of the construction for the new Walt Disney Concert Hall.65 All told, the 
orchestra, which had been operating at a surplus for years before his arrival, was now a record $7 
million in debt.66 Then in August 1999, a mere fifteen months after beginning in the post, Mr. 
	
62 Ralph Blumenthal, “Top Executive to Leave Philharmonic Post,”NYT,September 30, 1999, online at 
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/09/30/arts/top-executive-to-leave-philharmonic-post.html. 
 
63 Fleischmann, Oral History, 372. 
 
64 Alan Rich, “Whither Willem: The L.A. Unharmonic,” L.A. Weekly, June 23, 1999, online at http://www. 
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Wijnbergen sent a letter to the Philharmonic board demanding that they consider “serious 
issues,” and that their failure to do so would lead him to resign. The board, eager to right what 
they were beginning to understand as a poor business decision, accepted the letter instead as an 
immediate resignation, and relieved him of his post.67  
From 2000 to 2017, Deborah Borda was President and CEO of the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic. Borda arrived in Los Angeles from New York, where she had been the executive 
director of the New York Philharmonic, which post she assumed as of 1991.(Ironically, perhaps, 
she returned to New York in 2017-2018 as President and CEO of the New York Philharmonic.) 
One of her first steps upon arriving in Los Angeles was to eliminate the excesses of her 
predecessor and to align herself with the musically generated managerial style of Ernest 
Fleischmann.68 For Borda it is the interaction of four essential elements— the Philharmonic’s 
complex and dynamic organizational structure with the added element of the Hollywood Bowl, 
the close partnership with her music directors (first Esa-Pekka Salonen and then Gustavo 
Dudamel), the centrality of the music itself, and finally Disney Hall and its place in the physical 
and cultural landscape of Los Angeles.69 And it is her innate understanding of the delicate 
balance of these factors, and her adoption of Fleischmann’s manager-impresario model, that 
guides the Los Angeles Philharmonic on its road to continued success.  
Philadelphia Counterpoint 
 
Like Ernest Fleischmann at the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Joseph Kluger, president of 
	
67 Staff Writer,“Wijnbergen, Philharmonic, Resolve Resignation Terms,” LAT, August 21, 1999, online at 
http://articles.latimes.com/1999/aug/21/local/me-2330.   
 
68 Borda, like Fleischmann, is a classically-trained musician with an intuitive sense for business. 
 




the Philadelphia Orchestra Association from 1989 to 2005, was not a businessman managing a 
musical organization, but rather a musician who understood business.70 Though his tenure at the 
orchestra was long, it was fraught with problems. Certainly Kluger’s career in Philadelphia saw 
triumphs, including moving the orchestra to a new concert hall in 200171 as well as nearly 
doubling its budget.72 Yet those successes are counteracted by accompanying failures. Although 
the Kimmel Center finally opened its doors in 2001, that happened only after the orchestra ceded 
its stake in the building to an independent organization when its own fund- raising efforts 
faltered.73 And while Fleischmann consistently operated the Los Angeles Philharmonic with a 
budget surplus, the Philadelphia Orchestra ran deficits nearly every year,74 endured a strike 
followed by a nasty round of labor negotiations in 1999, and lost funding from the city's largest 
foundation.75 And this was just a harbinger of things to come. 
Whereas musical-managerial relations were often strained under Kluger’s leadership, his 




70 Kluger received his undergraduate degree in music from Trinity College in Hartford, CT, in 1977 and was a 
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Cellist Gloria de Pasquale said of Undercofler, “I think we have had one of the best working 
relationships with a CEO we’ve ever had. Working with him was a real breath of fresh air.”76 
Undercofler accomplished a lot during his short time in Philadelphia: he negotiated a new labor 
contract with the musicians, severed ties with one conductor and hired another,77 changed the 
formatting of the orchestra’s ticket sales, and hired a new artistic administrator.78 Yet 
Undercofler’s tenure coincides with the financial crisis of 2007-2008, and one has to wonder 
whether his surprising, hasty exit in 2011 might have had something to do with the dire financial 
realities he knew were on the horizon.  
On April 16, 2011, Allison Vulgamore (Undercoffler’s successor) and Board Chairman 
Richard B. Worley wrote a letter to the patrons of the Philadelphia Orchestra: 
 
We are writing to inform you that despite the incredible artistry of the musicians of The 
Philadelphia Orchestra and their diligence and hard work as collaborative partners, the Board 
of The Philadelphia Orchestra Association has made the difficult decision to file for Chapter 
11 protection [ . . . ] Let us be frank about the myriad factors contributing to the financial 
challenges we face. Our structural deficit has been created by a decline in ticket revenues, 
decreased donations, eroding endowment income, pension obligations, contractual 
agreements, and operational costs. Our beloved musicians made multiple generous 
concessions during the collective bargaining negotiations. Our board donated more than $9.5 
million above and beyond annual giving. And our professional staff was both reduced and 
agreed to pay cuts. These proactive and important steps were simply not enough to solve all 
of the issues we face.79 
 
 
Thus, a mere ten years after the opening of its new Kimmel Center for the Performing 
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Arts, and with Allison Vulgamore at its helm, the Philadelphia Orchestra filed for Chapter 11 
bankruptcy, the first major U.S. orchestra ever to do so. At the crux of the proceedings was the 
orchestra’s pension fund, getting rid of which was one of the major reasons that the orchestra 
declared bankruptcy. Eventually, after six months of negotiations, the musicians and the 
management were able to come to an agreement in which players took a pay cut but were able to 
retain pension funds. In the midst of this crisis, and with salary cuts for her musicians, 
Vulgamore renegotiated a contract for herself that included an annual base salary of $450,000, a 
performance bonus package of between $50,000 and $150,000 a year, a yearly retirement 
contribution of $125,000, health benefits of up to $10,000 a year  beyond the basic health plan 
costs, a car allowance of $5,000, and many other perks.80  
 
Los Angeles: Concert Hall as Community Center 
 
When Deborah Borda began her tenure as President and CEO at the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic in January 2000, the orchestra was facing a record $7 million debt and was 
borrowing from its endowment in order to pay for operating expenses.81 By the end of the 2009-
2010 fiscal year, the orchestra’s net assets had skyrocketed to nearly $134.7 million,82 the 
recession having done little to alter its course of financial ascendancy. 
In 2001, one year after Ms. Borda took office, a skeptical patron wrote a letter to the Los 
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Angeles Times voicing her doubt as to whether the orchestra could emerge from the financial and 
administrative burdens weighing it down at the turn of the century. “It seems to me that Ms. 
Borda is only rearranging chairs on the deck of the Titanic anyway. The new Disney Hall will 
have one-third fewer seats compared with the Chandler Pavilion. Do the math.”83  
While the reasons for the orchestra’s resiliency are manifold and will be analyzed in turn, 
one of the most potent is found in the Walt Disney Concert Hall itself, which is now an iconic 
structure on Grand Avenue, and both a symbol of and a platform for the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s unique place among American orchestras. 
It was Ernest Fleishmann, Ms. Borda’s innovative predecessor, who famously called for 
a change in the orchestral model when he proposed breaking down the cultural expectations built 
up around classical orchestras, and instead advocated for a “Community of Musicians,” whose 
mission would be to make orchestral music a vital and innovative part of community life.84 Only 
by playing chamber music, new music, unexpected repertoire, only by playing in schools, 
churches, and underserved communities, would the Los Angeles Philharmonic become a living 
and vital part of the city’s diverse culture.85  
Yet this vision couldn’t truly come together without a home venue whose vibrancy could 
match both its resident ensemble and the community it so hoped to attract. When Fleischmann 
arrived in Los Angeles, the Philharmonic performed at the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion, which 
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entertainment/ca-12062. Walt Disney Concert Hall is part of the larger Music Center complex whose other venues 
include the Ahmanson Theatre, the Mark Taper Forum, and the Philharmonic’s former home, the Dorothy Chandler 
Pavillion. 
 
84 Fleishman, "The Orchestra is Dead: Long Live the Community of Musicians," Commencement Address, 
Cleveland Institute of Music, Cleveland, 16 May 1987. 
 
85 Michael Walsh, “Is the Symphony Orchestra Dying?” Time, June 24, 2001, online at www.time.com.  	
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was not only both acoustically and aesthetically unsatisfying, but was shared with the Los 
Angeles Opera, thus creating competition for rehearsals and performances. Nor was the Pavilion 
easily accessible to the street. Housed in downtown Los Angeles, an area marooned by its 
encircling freeways, its image burdened by the extraordinary poverty of Skid Row, the Pavilion 
sits above street level, walled off, both physically and metaphorically, from passers-by on the 
street, from the very community the orchestra wished to attract. The building was a physical 
reminder of classical music’s elitist mystique, and Ernest Fleischmann understood that if the 
Philharmonic was to succeed in creating a unique footprint in its community, it needed a 
similarly unique and welcoming home. 
In 1988, Lillian Disney86 recognized this need and donated $50 million for the purpose of 
building a new concert hall for the Los Angeles Philahrmonic. Her daughter, Diane Daisy 
Miller, later said: “The hope in our minds, and Frank’s87 mind, was to take away the sense of 
elitism. We want it to be a populist hall for the people. We want to demystify the reputation, the 
perception of symphonic music.”88 The original commission for the hall asked that it be a 
“building block of the city,”89 not an imposing edifice, but a vital part of the city’s dynamic 
social fabric. 
Shortly after Mrs. Disney bestowed her gift, a design committee invited six architects to 
submit designs for the hall, a number that was winnowed to an international group of four by 
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March of 1988.90 From those four, the selection committee ultimately chose California’s native 
son, Frank O. Gehry. For some of the old guard, Gehry’s somewhat disparate Southern 
California vernacular was off-putting, an affront to the implicit tradition of classical music. One 
member of the committee gave voice to the detractors when he said, “you can’t pick Frank 
Gehry, we’ll be the laughingstock of the whole universe.”91 Yet that Gehry’s casual, sometimes 
incongruent language reflects the casual, sometimes incongruent makeup of Los Angeles, a city 
of so many cities, is precisely the point here. In order to welcome a community, the building 
must reflect that community. As Germano Celant writes: “[Gehry’s] typology expresses an 
awareness of the situation and function of the entity conceived and realized in order to build a 
living space in society—an understanding of the operative and scientific function of ‘designing’ 
spaces [ . . . ]not only as a social service but also as a social communication.”92  
Yet there was skepticism as to whether the hall would ever come to fruition. After Lillian 
Disney’s initial $50 million donation, the project was frequently stalled by fundraising 
difficulties, ballooning costs, and bureaucratic infighting. The conditions of the gift stipulated 
that the project had to break ground within five years (1992) and that the building needed to 
include commercial uses, so as to generate revenue for Los Angeles County. The gift also 
required that the hall be approved by the Music Center, the County of Los Angeles, and the 
Philharmonic Association.93 There were fears that the barren downtown couldn’t truly function 
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as a community center. As Gehry put it, “You have to bring life to that street. There ain’t no 
there there.”94 With all of these problems, plus the conflicting interests of the various invested 
parties and ballooning costs, the project ground to a halt in the mid-nineties.  
In addition, the years of stagnation that followed led to a new fear; when Gehry was 
chosen as the project’s architect in 1988, he was a little-known talent. In 1989, Gehry won the 
prestigious Pritzker Prize,95 and was thus instantly provided with a global stage for his Southern 
California studio. Then, in 1997, the Gehry-designed Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao opened its 
doors, its groundbreaking design propelling the architect to instant fame, all while the Los 
Angeles project lay dormant. Gehry’s building in Spain did for the barren, industrial city of 
Bilbao what executives were hoping Walt Disney Concert Hall would do for downtown Los 
Angeles: it brought revenue, even in a depressed economic climate, encouraged tourism, and its 
steel waves gave the city an artistic identity that meshed seamlessly with its industrial past.96  
In 1997, Diane Daisy Miller quelled conflicting interests among concerned parties when 
she asserted her family’s conservatorship over the project and donated an additional $50 million 
to cover costs, with the important stipulation that Frank Gehry’s office be given full control over 
plans for the hall, and that doubts about his inexperience be pushed aside. Thus, nine years after 
the official groundbreaking, this gift gave the project a much-needed second life.97  
	
94 David Halle, ed. New York & Los Angeles Politics, Society and Culture: A Comparative View (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 4. 
 
95 The Pritzker Prize, given annually, is one of architecture’s highest honors. It seeks “to honor a living architect/s 
whose built work demonstrates a combination of those qualities of talent, vision, and commitment, which has 
produced consistent and significant contributions to humanity and the built environment through the art of 
architecture”; see www.pritzkerprize.com 
 
96 So striking was the effect of Gehry’s building on the city of Bilbao that this ability to revitalize urban spaces with 
innovative architecture is now commonly referred to as “the Bilbao effect.” 
 
97 The implicit irony in a large gift from a wealthy family being needed in order to make an orchestra accessible 
across social strata is acknowledged. That said, cultural institutions across the arts rely largely on philanthropy to 
survive economically, regardless of mission and audience served. 	
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Gehry’s ultimate design is meant to be warm, open, and inviting, and quite literally 
reflects its Southern California physical and social landscape. Walt Disney Concert Hall’s 
original commission understood the space to be not only a physical venue, but an important 
social structure for Los Angeles. As Esa-Pekka Salonen said: 
I realized soon after I took on my role with the L.A. Philharmonic that to lead an orchestra in 
the United States one must do much more than simply “make music,” particularly since I 
chose to be the kind of music director who was not detached from the socio-cultural realities 
and dynamics of the society in which I lived. In running an American symphony orchestra, 
one is encouraged to consider carefully the exact nature of the orchestra and its role within 
the community.98 
 
Given that Gehry’s design speaks so eloquently to Salonen’s conception of Walt Disney 
Concert Hall as a socio-musical space, it is no surprise that its architectural, acoustical, and 
conceptual lineage quite clearly recalls Berlin’s Philharmonie, designed by Hans Scharoun. 
Dedicated in 1963, the Philharmonie was built into a politically fragmented, ravaged city, a new 
democracy attempting to reconstruct its culture from the ground up. The Philharmonie was 
meant to counteract the extreme consecration of culture under Nazi Germany, and rather than 
use concert music as a means of setting an elite few apart, its design hoped to bring a disparate 
people together. “If Wagner’s music and the way it was performed in the Festpielhaus were the 
pinnacle of culture’s sacralization, Hans Scharoun’s Berlin Philharmonie initiated an approach to 
concert hall design that reflected the changed spirit of the more recent era.”99 
        Hans Scharoun felt that the traditional concert hall designs—where the orchestra sits at one 
end of the space and the audience observes it from the other—lessened the intensity of the 
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communication between the two.100  
Instead, he surrounded the orchestra with its audience, placing 250 seats behind the 
orchestra, 300 on each side, and the remaining 1300 seats facing the stage. Gehry adopted this in 
his own design, openly citing his admiration for the Philharmonie and its role as a conceptual 
model for Disney Hall: “It’s a wonderful place to be because it puts people together and [ . . . ] 
engenders and encourages in some miraculous way a kind of interaction.”101 That interaction is 
encouraged by the hall’s acoustics, designed by Yasuhisa Toyota, a specialist in “vineyard style” 
acoustic design.102 Communication is at the very heart of Gehry’s  (and Toyota’s) design: 
communication between the musicians and conductor, communication between the musicians 
and their audience, and communication amongst the audience. 
While physical and acoustical design create an openly communicative space inside the 
hall, the outdoor design invites the public in, and provides an introduction to the space and its 
possibilities. The gardens, designed by Melinda Taylor, pay homage to Lillian Disney, who was 
an avid gardener. Rather than a stark, architectural concept, Gehry and Taylor chose a romantic, 
flowering concept, whose winding paths invite the visitor to wander, to find themselves in places 
they might not expect. “The result is like an Impressionist painting come to life. Dozens of 
mature trees shade winding paths. Around their trunks, flowerbeds overflow with grasses, 
flowers and herbs. This is [ . . .  ] where by day, office workers will eat lunch, and at night, 
	
100	Leo Beranek, Concert Halls and Opera Houses: Music, Acoustics, and Architecture (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 
2004), 297. 
 
101 McReese, “All Shiny and New.” 
 
102 In addition to Disney Hall, Toyota has also designed the acoustics for Suntory Hall (Tokyo), New World 
Symphony Center (Miami, also with Frank Gehry), the Elbphilharmonie (Hamburg), and the Moscow Philharmonic  
Concert Hall (Moscow), among many others  
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concertgoers in gowns and tuxes will flow out during intermission.”103  
When the Walt Disney Concert Hall opened on October 23, 2003, it did so after sixteen 
years of frustration, disappointment, skepticism, and, finally, anticipation. The positive reactions 
came instantly. The Los Angeles Times critic Mark Swed wrote: “the painful labors of the hall’s 
slow passage from conception to gestation to delivery seemed to be instantly forgotten.”104 
Anthony Tommasini of The New York Times agreed: “One thing is clear: Los Angeles has itself 
a splendid and exciting concert hall for its dynamic orchestra,”105 while The New Yorker’s Alex 
Ross declared that “in 2003, with the opening of Frank Gehry’s silver-winged Walt Disney 
Concert Hall, in downtown L.A., the Philharmonic acquired the most architecturally striking and 
acoustically satisfying performance space of modern times.”106  
	
103 Emily Green, “A Bouquet for L.A.,” LAT, October 16, 2003, online at http://articles.latimes.com/2003/ 
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Figure. 1.1 Walt Disney Concert Hall (Jean Beaufort) 
In 1988, Ernest Fleischmann had described his ideal concert hall: “We don’t want a 
temple of culture—rather, a welcoming kind of place.”107 While the hall’s innovative 
architecture and acoustically precise and malleable environment certainly continue to garner 
critical praise, what is far more important is the way in which Walt Disney Concert Hall has 
allowed the “Community of Musicians”—that is, the Los Angeles Philharmonic—to welcome 
the greater community that is Los Angeles itself. Since it opened in 2003, Walt Disney Concert 
Hall has been filled to 95% capacity every year.108 Attendance at the Philharmonic’s “Green 
Umbrella” series—a series of five concerts each year dedicated wholly to new music—has 
tripled.109 In fact, housing the series in the hall has attracted an audience that might traditionally 
shy away from new music to embrace it. And contemporary composers are happy for the change. 
	
107 Cited after Ross, “The Anti-Maestro.” 
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Heidi Leseman, Director of the Composer Forum Los Angeles, says that “composers love to 
write for the space itself. Now the LAPO is putting its stamp of approval on new music with 
time, money, and space.”110 
On the other hand, the architecture critic Edward Dimendberg expresses some doubts: 
“The Disney Concert Hall designed by Frank Gehry has become the newest candidate for urban 
icon [ . . . ] As more cities acquire buildings by Gehry, whose work seems tailor made for 
providing indistinct urban centres with distinctive architecture, the connection of the Disney Hall 
to its urban matrix is likely to weaken.”111 Yet what Dimendberg doesn’t take into account here 
is the extraordinarily dynamic ensemble that plays under Disney Hall’s steel arches. Walt Disney 
Concert Hall has proven to be a home for exacting musicians, a vibrant architectural addition to 
a once-dilapidated neighborhood, and a draw for a far-reaching and diverse audience and 
community. It is one of the few places where “the idea of a collective Los Angeles seems not 
naïve, as it so often can, but deeply appealing. Ten years after its debut, it remains the city’s 
greatest room.”112 By being all of these things, it has played a huge part in the Los Angeles 







Both Walt Disney Concert Hall and Philadelphia’s Kimmel Center for the Performing 
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Arts had extremely long gestation periods before finally opening their doors to the public. 
Disney, commissioned in 1988, opened in 2003; Kimmel’s beginnings go back to the 1980’s 
Academy Center Plan,113 though it didn’t open until a full two decades years later in 2001. While 
Disney Hall faced countless bureaucratic struggles, the Kimmel Center was a still more 
complicated endeavor. 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Philadelphia was facing a severe fiscal crisis, brought 
about by the departure of many of its sustaining businesses to less expensive real estate outside 
the city (between 1950 and 1980 Philadelphia lost more than half of its thirteen Fortune 500 
companies),114 the ensuing departure of the middle class (resulting in a population whose 
percentage of people living below the poverty line was higher than its percentage of college 
graduates),115 and reduced federal support for cities.116 In general this was a pattern that was 
reflected in downtowns across the country, as sustaining businesses left for the suburbs, leaving 
a barren shell in the formerly dynamic city center. For many cities, the answer lay in a shift 
towards the “New Downtown.” Whereas early twentieth-century downtowns were the center of 
business and finance, “today’s downtown is focused on consumption, of housing, retail, culture, 
and food.”117  
The Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts was conceived in 1980 as the Regional 
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Performing Arts Center—part of the Academy Center Plan—the beginning stages of a project 
that would create a cluster of cultural establishments, reviving arts institutions as a means of 
drawing consumers to Philadelphia’s economically faltering downtown.118 The Academy Center 
Plan evolved into the Avenue of the Arts Initiative, a project covering one square block around 
South Broad Street, an area that housed the Academy of Music (the oldest performance hall in 
the United States119 and home of the Philadelphia Orchestra before the Kimmel Center), the 
Pennsylvania Ballet, the Opera Company of Philadelphia, and the University of the Arts.120 In 
all, the Avenue of the Arts would include eleven cultural and educational institutions in seven 
venues. For then-Mayor Edward Rendell (1992-2000), the most avid proponent of the plan and 
the driving force behind its completion, this was from the outset an economic development 
strategy that would increase tax revenue for a city that had been drained of both its population 
and its employment.121 
While five of the institutions opened between 1993 and 1997—the Brandywine 
Workshop (a printmaking workshop), the Arts Bank (a community arts center), the Clef Club (a 
jazz venue and archive), the Wilma Theater (a venue for the Wilma Theater Company), and the 
Philadelphia High School for the Performing Arts—the Philadelphia Orchestra was still 
struggling to raise money for its hall. Patrons were afraid that the hall would be too modern, 
	
118 It is interesting to compare the downtowns of Philadelphia and Los Angeles here. Whereas Philadelphia was 
attempting to revive a once-thriving economic center, Los Angeles was bringing life to an area that had never 
really had it. This, of course, is partly due to downtown Philadelphia’s compact, colonial-era layout versus Los 
Angeles’s post-World War II sprawl, a city of many cities, as it is often called (see above). 
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while arts donors resisted “cheapening” their cultural organizations by underscoring the 
economic, rather than purely artistic benefits of their institutions. When, by 1996, the orchestra 
had raised only $18 million of the $95 million it would need for a new center, Mayor Rendell 
took control of both the fundraising and the project. But rather than creating a hall specifically 
for the orchestra, he instead raised funds for an all-purpose Regional Performing Arts Center, 
designed by Rafael Vinoly Architects, and eventually renamed the Kimmel Center for the 
Performing Arts, after one of its major donors.122 
For nearly one hundred years before the Kimmel Center for the Arts opened in 2001, 
musicians had advocated moving the Philadelphia Orchestra from the Academy of Music 
(originally built as an opera house, for which it was much more acoustically suited) to its own 
space.123 Yet when that move finally occurred, it was after a drawn-out bureaucratic struggle and 
a host of artistic concessions, not the least of which broadened the “symphony hall” conception 
to a regional performing arts center. Despite the obviously poor acoustics of the Academy, much 
of Philadelphia’s old guard (and many of the orchestra’s donors) were partial to the Old World 
space, and were quite vocal in their opposition to the move. “When Ormandy was the music 
director, no one complained about the acoustics,” said Leonore Annenberg, who, with her 
husband, former Ambassador Walter H. Annenberg, has contributed many millions of dollars to 
the orchestra, much of it earmarked for the academy. “My ear is not attuned so finely, but I can 
never understand what they’re talking about. The academy’s acoustics are fine.124 
	
122 The Kimmel Center is named for its major benefactor, the businessman and philanthropist Sidney Kimmel, who 
was born and raised in Philadelphia. 
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Unfortunately the Kimmel Center, held up as a financial beacon of hope for the 
Philadelphia Orchestra, did not provide the lush acoustics that many had hoped for. Anthony 
Tommasini’s review of the space reflected the prevailing view upon its opening: 
The sound while still clear, seemed less present and lacking in warmth… [the piano] sounded 
thin and distant, and the voices [ . . . ] lacked bloom and presence [. . .]the sound of the hall 
was overly bright and reverberant [ . . . ] even with the hall full the sound was bright, a bit 
clinical [ . . . ] Balances favored the percussion and brass. The violins came through more 
fully than the cellos.125 
 
Indeed, Tommasini’s first impressions of the hall proved to be accurate. The acoustics, 
designed by Artec Constultants’ Chief Acoustician Russell Johnson, plagued the orchestra and 
its audiences. In the decade after it opened, millions of dollars were spent on acoustical and 
physical upgrades, and were finally finished in November, 2011.126 By the time these updates 
were underway, the financial crisis was already deeply entrenched, and three of the Academy of 
the Arts initiatives (Arts Bank, Clef Club, and the Joint Theater) had already shut their doors. 
The $2 million a year in revenue upon which the orchestra had counted based on increased 
seating capacity never materialized.127 
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Figure 1.2 The Kimmel Center (Fernando Garcia Esteban)  
As Elizabeth Strom asserts: “one could easily argue that the large sums invested in 
concert halls in [ . . . ] Philadelphia could have produced larger impacts if invested in some other 
kind of community development activity.”128 And herein lies one of the important differences 
behind the success of one space (Disney) and the continued struggle of the other (Kimmel): the 
philosophical approach to their construction. From the beginning, Disney Hall’s architectural 
and municipal roots stemmed from (1) the music itself, and (2) its place in the community. Both 
musically and architecturally, the space invites interaction: among musicians, between the 
musicians and their audience, between the building itself and its Southern California community, 
and the success of those interactions has in turn built a burgeoning audience and the economic 
rewards of a happy and loyal patronage. Literally and figuratively, it has always been “music at 
the center.” In Philadelphia, the idea was to create a hall in order to reap economic returns— 
“money at the center.” Thus Disney Hall helped the Los Angeles Philharmonic on its steady 
	




climb up the artistic ladder, while the Kimmel Center houses an orchestra whose economic 
situation is, even today (2019), at best tenuous. 
* * * 
One can not truly understand either the bureaucracy of an orchestra or its performance 
space without examining the music that it performs. Chapter Two looks at the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic and the Philadelphia Orchestra once again, this time through the lens of repertoire 
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“The death of classical music is  





If one were to make assumptions solely through reading headlines, it would seem that 
classical music as an enterprise—its performance, its recording, its preservation—has been on 
the verge of collapse for about a century. In a 1923 New York Times piece titled “An Orchestral 
Crisis,” Richard Aldrich resignedly confronted the labor dispute between musicians and 
management of the Chicago Symphony, and the possible disbandment of one of the country’s 
first and finest professional orchestras:2 
 
Rich men will pay the deficit in Chicago, as elsewhere—they always do. That seems to be 
one of the things rich men are for, and enough of them seem to be aware of their duty and 
destiny to keep things going in the orchestral world. The only trouble in some places, indeed, 
as in New York, is to restrain the rich men from rushing ahead and founding new orchestras 
when somebody asks for them, whether they are needed by the public or not. The public and 
its need, indeed, seem to be the last consideration . . . For everywhere the mounting costs of 
orchestral performances are becoming a matter of concern.3 
 
 
Several things are immediately apparent here. Already, orchestral deficits were 
commonplace, and wealthy donors were depended upon to fill in the financial gaps left by 
ticket sales: “Rich men will pay the deficit in Chicago [ . . . ] they always do.” Even in the 
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relative youth of symphony orchestras in America, structural deficits are a given, and wealthy 
donors the expected solution. Second, given their stake in the financial health of the ensembles 
they support, these same patrons have the lion’s share of influence over the group’s direction. 
“The only trouble is [ . . . ] to restrain the rich men from rushing ahead and founding new 
orchestras [ . . . ] whether they are needed by the public or not. The public and its need, indeed, 
seem to be the last consideration.” It is clear-cut, top-down management style, where the artistic 
and managerial direction of the orchestra is derived from its elite benefactors, not from the 
voice of the community that the orchestra ostensibly serves. 
These predictions have continued unabated. In 1969, Time published an article entitled 
“American Orchestras: The Sound of Trouble,” which begins, “As a group, the symphony 
orchestras of the U.S. are unsurpassed in quality by those of any other in the world. Yet today 
they are in trouble—loud, unavoidable, cymbal crashing trouble.”4 This article was followed by 
another, thirty-two years later, that asked essentially the same question: “Is the Symphony 
Orchestra Dying?” Like its predecessor, it begins with a grim portrait: “Buffeted by spiraling 
costs and falling ticket sales, frustrated by shifting urban demographics and paralyzed by a lack 
of innovative artistic vision, the nation’s [ .  . . ] symphonies today face the greatest challenge to 
their existence.”5 Claims of death and extinction most recently reared up in a controversial and 
decidedly un-subtle Slate piece that did not ask the question, but simply stated: “Requiem: 
Classical Music is Dead.” Simply one more in what has become a clichéd genre, the article 
begins with perhaps the biggest musical cliché of all: “When it comes to classical music and 
American culture, the fat lady hasn’t just sung. Brünnhilde has packed her bags and moved to 
	
4 H.W. Wilson, “American Orchestras: The Sound of Trouble,” Time 93, no. 24 (1963): 71. 
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Boca Raton.”6  
In a 2007 address to graduates at the Longy School of Music, New Yorker critic Alex 
Ross illustrated the press’ hypocrisy with four quotations from The New York Times, one of 
these his own. (1) From 1976, “Was it only a few years ago that doom-sayers were predicting 
the quiet demise of classical records? [  .  .  . ] Not so today.”7 (2) From a mere four years 
later, and from the same publication, “Classical records are in trouble. In fact, the problems 
that presently beset the industry may soon begin to affect not only the record buyer but also 
the musical health of the country as a whole.”8 (3) Ross then changes gears: the outlook was 
sunnier three years later, in 1983, when The New York Times wrote “Americans are buying 
classical music recordings in greatly increased numbers,”9 but (4) the storm clouds amassed 
anew with a more recent (1995) prediction: “Walking through the aisles of the larger 
compact-disk emporiums, one is tempted to say, Yes, things always look worse than they are, 
but this time the world really is coming to an end.”10 
Yet the very nature of the question, given its repetition for the last one hundred years, 
is essentially one of crying wolf, for though the press perennially predicts extinction for 
classical music, the dire fate of the “Musico-saurus” has yet to befall the industry at large. 
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Ernest Fleischmann’s previously-cited 1987 commencement address at the Cleveland 
Institute of Music, “Classical Music is Dead, Long Live the Community of Musicians” (see 
Chapter 1, p.15), nods to the tired death-of-classical-music trope, and from it conceptualizes a 
model of music-making for the end of the millennium. The previous chapter examined 
concepts of music and community in Los Angeles and Philadelphia through the lens of 
management and urban development. This chapter seeks to extend these comparisons, first 
with a brief overview of the financial structure of symphony orchestras in the United States, 
and then by examining the music itself: repertoire, conductors, musicians, and the audiences 
these orchestras are hoping to reach. 
 
Finances: An Overview 
 
When the Philadelphia Orchestra Association—the “Fabulous Philadelphians, the ‘solid 
gold Cadillac of orchestras’”11—declared bankruptcy on April 16, 2011, it did so to raised 
eyebrows. At the time of the filing, the orchestra had no debt, and a $140 million endowment 
that, if drawn upon, could easily cover its $14.5 million structural deficit.12 All five of the 
orchestra musicians on the Association’s board voted against the declaration, worried not only 
about their ensemble’s reputation, but also about the loss of their pension funds.13 In fact, 
many believe the orchestra filed for bankruptcy specifically to avoid pension payments. Such 
a move effectively saved them nearly $43 million over five years.14 
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http://www.philly.com/philly/entertainment/20120416_Philadelphia_Orchestra_bankruptcy_drags_on.html.  
 




13 Huizenga, “Bankruptcy.” 
	
14 Dobrin, “Bankruptcy.” 
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Philadelphia’s pension funds were organized in two separate holdings. The orchestra’s 
own pension funds, frozen in 2004, were ultimately taken over by the government after the 
bankruptcy filing, to be paid out to the musicians and staff at a much lower rate. The 
remainder of their pension plan fell under the larger American Federation of Musicians and 
Employers Pension Fund. The onus of payment for these funds, if avoided by the orchestra 
through bankruptcy, would fall to the national musicians’ union and its members.15 About the 
Philadelphia administration’s move to avoid its pension obligations through bankruptcy, then-
Los Angeles Philharmonic president Deborah Borda said, “One of the flagship orchestras of 
the United States chose to take this path, which transferred its burden to other orchestras and 
individual musicians. It’s an abrogation of responsibility.”16 
A brief look at the revenues versus expenses for the Philadelphia and Los Angeles 
orchestras in 2010, 2011, and 2012 shows a picture as different as the two coasts they inhabit. 
When subtracting expenses from revenues, Los Angeles showed a surplus of $16,842,906 in 
2010, $6,069,854 in 2011, and $5,879,279 in 2012. At the end of this period, the musicians’ 
union signed a four-year contract that raised minimum wages (Philadelphia’s musicians took a 
significant pay cut as part of its bankruptcy negotiations) and included housing allowances and 
additional payments toward retirement plans.17 In 2010, Philadelphia’s structural deficit was 
negative $10,386,000, down to negative $750,000 in 2011, and up to a positive $14,643 after 
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Certainly the reasons for any orchestra’s financial struggles are manifold, given the 
many challenges facing a modern symphonic ensemble at any moment in time. Given that an 
orchestra’s financial needs are represented by its board of directors whereas its artistic needs 
are represented by the conductor and musicians, the two are often difficult to reconcile. 
Orchestras face competition for audiences from other performing arts ensembles, especially in 
more stressful financial times, when potential audiences are forced to pick and choose where 
they spend their money.19 Moreover, different cities face different challenges related to urban 
development, while a distinct decline and oftentimes out-and-out eradication of public music 
education leaves performing arts ensembles struggling to find a sustainable audience.20 While 
some of these factors have already been examined, and the others will be analyzed in turn, it is 
perhaps best to back up slightly for an overview of the flawed and difficult financial model of 
the modern American orchestra. 
In 1966, William Baumol and William Bowen published their seminal text on the 
economics of the arts, Performing Arts: The Economic Dilemma.21 In it, they outline the 
problem that has come to be known as “Baumol’s cost disease.” Their premise is a simple one: 
an orchestra’s output will never be improved through economy of scale. The production cost 
of live music has an unfixed variable: the musicians themselves. While an assembly line itself 
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can improve factory production, any given performance of a Brahms symphony requires a 
conductor, anywhere from fifty to eighty musicians, a box office staff, stagehands, custodial 
staff, a marketing budget, the printing of programs, and so on. While the cost of producing 
goods in other industries usually decreases over time, in the production of live music (and 
dance, theater, and any industry in which personnel and output are completely dependent on 
one another) the cost increases. 
The performance (output) and the performer (labor input) are one and the same [ . . . ] Low 
productivity growth is in the nature of the performance. The consequences of relatively low 
productivity growth are clear: performance expenses will rise relentlessly as long as pay in 




Any business enterprise is prone to cyclical changes in economic conditions, the most 
recent example being the U.S. financial crisis of 2008-2010. Orchestras, however, face 
structural fiscal difficulties that go far beyond those reflected in the general economic climate.  
In a 2007 report for the Mellon Foundation’s Orchestra Forum, Robert Flanagan 
presented what he labeled the “performance income gap,”23 a reconceptualization of Baumol’s 
cost disease. He found that, while performance revenues are critically sensitive to cyclical 
trends—a consumer is less likely to purchase an expensive ticket when he has suffered personal 
financial losses due to a downward trend in the economy—performance costs are not. For this 
very reason, understanding that ticket sales (performance revenues) will never cover operating 
expenses, symphony orchestras in the United States have generally operated as nonprofit 
institutions since the early twentieth-century, and have thus depended on private donations and, 
	
22 Robert Flanagan, The Perilous Life of Symphony Orchestras: Artistic Triumphs and Economic 
Challenges (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 10. 
 
23 The Andrew P. Mellon Foundation Orchestra Forum, A Journey Toward New Visions for Orchestras, 2003-2008 
(New York: Andrew P. Mellon Foundation), 16. 	
48 
 
to a lesser extent, governmental support to make up for insufficient revenue. However, when 
compensating for changes in the business cycle (the ups and downs of a naturally cyclic 
economy), Flanagan found that performance expenses over the seventeen-year period of his 
study actually increased three times faster than performance revenues.24 The more obvious 
responses to problems posed by the performance income gap do not in fact yield sustainable 
solutions. As noted above, increasing the number of concerts would require a requisite increase 
in musical output. Nor does increasing the price per ticket help. Flanagan found that: 
 
Attendance at both regular season and pops concerts is inversely related to the ticket prices 
charged for those events. Higher ticket prices are associated with lower attendance and vice 
versa. The fact that symphony patrons can turn to alternative uses of their leisure time as the 
price of symphony tickets rises helps to explain declining attendance. The increasing relative 
prices of symphony concerts [. . .] discourage attendance.25 
 
 
Another approach might be to lower the salaries of the musicians themselves, given that 
their “costs” (salaries, benefits, pensions) constitute the largest part of most orchestras’ 
expenditures. Yet the International Conference of Symphony and Opera Musicians, under the 
umbrella of the American Federation of Musicians, protects the rights of these musicians by 
providing representation in negotiations with symphony management, the right to ratify 
collective bargaining agreements, a guaranteed work year, insurance, and pension plans.26 To 
take away any of these benefits would be to alienate the potential players, and thus bring down 
the artistic quality of the orchestra itself, making its “product” less appealing to an already 
discerning ticket-buying public.  
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In a statement announcing their intention to strike as opposed to accepting its 
management’s offer of a five-percent pay cut, the Cleveland Orchestra’s musicians wrote in a 
statement: 
We may be considered to be amongst the best in the world musically, but we are a far cry 
from being compensated that way or treated that way. In our judgment, if we were to accept 
management’s offer it would be the beginning of the end of the Cleveland Orchestra as one of 
the leading ensembles in the world.27 
 
 
With a scarcity of positions (exacerbated by the demise of many ensembles), there 
continues to be a surfeit of (over-) qualified musicians. In the 2005-2006 academic year, music 
schools (excluding music departments in liberal arts schools and universities) graduated 3,671 
students. That same year saw a mere 159 openings in 52 orchestras.28 Clearly, supply far 
outweighs demand.29 Thus the economic problems faced by Philadelphia in the early twenty-first 
century30 seem inherent to the financial model itself. Yet despite all of this, and though perhaps 
partially owing to the fact that its bankruptcy was more a financial construction than a financial 
necessity, the Philadelphia Orchestra Association announced its emergence from Chapter 11 
bankruptcy in a press release on July 30, 2012. With a settlement of $5.49 million, the 
Association effectively addressed more than $100 million in claims, debts, and liabilities.31 
President and CEO Allison Vulgamore expressed the wish that: 
With the conclusion of our financial reorganization, we turn the institution’s full focus to 
	
27 Wakin, “Cleveland Orchestra Goes on Strike,” NYT, January 18, 2010, online at http://artsbeat. 
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28 Flanagan Perilous Life, 64. 
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what we are all passionate about—sharing the incredible artistry of The Philadelphia 
Orchestra with our Philadelphia audiences, especially as we welcome the electrifying 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin as music director in October. The Philadelphia remains among the 
best in the world, bringing audiences to the edge of their seats, earning rave reviews and 
generating enthusiasm in this great city and as its ambassador abroad. There is much 
critical diligence and fiscal capitalization to be achieved for the Orchestra and we embrace 
this new era—and our audiences—with gratitude and dedication.32 
 
 
With this statement, Vulgamore shifted the focus away from labor negotiation and 
financial reorganization and back to the music itself. The Philadelphia Orchestra’s core 
mission statement reads as follows: 
 
The Philadelphia Orchestra, recognizing that music brings personal joy and profound 
meaning into the lives of its listeners, is committed to bringing the world’s greatest music to 
diverse audiences in the Philadelphia region and around the world, through its dedication to, 
and support of, the world’s most renowned symphony orchestra.33 
 
 
Interestingly, there is a certain level of pride, even self-importance, written into its very 
mission: that is, that the audience perceived itself as supporting “the world’s most renowned 
symphony orchestra” as they play “the world’s greatest music.” Significantly, perhaps, such an 
inherent value statement is absent from the Los Angeles Philharmonic Association’s mission, its 
statement being rather straightforward: “to perform, present, and promote music in its many 
varied forms at the highest level of excellence to a large and diverse audience.”34 Rather than 
implying inherent greatness, it suggests striving toward excellence. The next two sections will 
speak to the music itself, and the ways in which these two ensembles have been shaped by their 
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The Cult of the Conductor 
 
In the history portion of its website, the Philadelphia Orchestra lists its storied legacy of 
conductors, its “extraordinary history of artistic leaders”:35 Fritz Scheel, Carl Pohlig, Leopold 
Stokowski, Eugene Ormandy, Riccardo Muti, Wolfgang Sawallisch, Christoph Eschenbach, 
Charles Dutoit. And in her previously quoted release announcing the orchestra’s emergence from 
bankruptcy, Allison Vulgamore mentions the newest member in this line-up, the “electrifying” 
Yannick Nézet-Séguin, who began his directorship of the orchestra in 2012, at the age of thirty-
seven, and began his tenure as Music Director of the Metropolitan Opera in the 2020-2021 
season. 
The “cult of the conductor”—the conductor as impresario, figurehead, and musical 
mastermind—can be traced back to Wagner, though in the United States the defining figure is 
Theodore Thomas (1835-1905), the conductor and founder of the Chicago Symphony.36 Though 
Thomas certainly left a legacy through the continued music-making of the Chicago Symphony, 
his equal, if more dubious, contribution lies in what Lawrence Levine labels the “sacralization of 
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“A little experience,” [Thomas’s] wife has written, “taught him that neither children 
nor what are called ‘wage-workers’ were sufficiently advanced intellectually to be able 
to appreciate the class of music which was his specialty.” Thomas himself came to 
argue that as the “highest flower of art,” symphonic music could be understood only 
by “the most cultivated persons.” The music suitable for ‘the ignorant or immature 
mind’ had very clearly defined melodic and rhythmic patterns such as that played by 
the best bands. He continued to believe that here should be concerts for these classes” 
which would prepare them for “a higher grade of musical performances,” but such 
work could be accomplished by smaller and less costly organizations and need not 
wasted the time of a great symphony orchestra.38 
 
 
As established by Thomas, the exalted conductor, the music director-cum-impresario, 
thus represents the origins of the alienation of orchestral concert music from the community at 
large. Looking back at Philadelphia’s artistic leadership—Scheel, Stokowski, Ormandy, Muti, 
Eschenbach, long-established and European all—the appointment of Nézet-Séguin, a young 
Canadian with no world-class directorship under his belt seems surprising, a leap for an 
ensemble so entrenched in the traditional, established manner of presenting concert music. To 
find the foundation for this “risky” appointment, one need only look west, to the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic. 
At the end of the 2002-2003 orchestral season, there was a dramatic shift in music 
directorships in the United States. Seiji Ozawa, having been at the helm of the Boston 
Symphony for twenty-nine years, was set to move to Europe. Christoph von Dohnányi, Kurt 
Masur, and Wolfgang Sawallisch left Cleveland, New York, and Philadelphia after eighteen, 
eleven, and ten years, respectively. In Europe Claudio Abbado and Bernard Haitink left their 
posts in Berlin and London.39 As these conductors shifted in the orchestral orbit, the “anti-
maestro,” Esa-Pekka Salonen, was quietly leading the adventurous Los Angeles Philharmonic 
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into the twenty-first century.40 Hired to lead one of the world’s leading orchestras at the young 
age of thirty-two, Salonen spoke of his early years with the orchestra: 
I was then a little over thirty years old [. . .] I was being given this orchestra to 
conduct. What other city would be prepared to do this—give one of the top orchestras 
in the world to some guy from Finland nobody has ever heard of? And yet they did 
that. And all along I felt this tremendous support. “O.K., show us. Do something with 
it. Just run with it.”41 
 
 
In their 1998 article “The Jurassic Symphony,” Robert Spich and Robert Sylvester 
describe the inherent stagnation of the twentieth-century American orchestra. Operating under 
traditions in place for more than a century (thanks to some extent to the afore-mentioned 
Theodore Thomas), a financial system dependent on donor support (and thus indebted to the 
artistic influence of those very donors), overly beholden to a narrow strip of late eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Austro-Germanic repertoire, and under the directorship of a canonized 
music director (whose supremacy often alienated both administration and orchestra members), 
symphony orchestras stood fixed in time in a rapidly changing world.42 
Los Angeles is a city that has never been as indebted to European models of culture 
as its East Coast counterparts, and with the hiring of Salonen, it made non-tradition its 
very musical mission. As he himself said, “What other city would be prepared to do this?” 
A composer as well as a conductor, Salonen embraced the Philharmonic’s openness to 
new music, and in so doing, “proceeded to make the L.A. Philharmonic the most 
contemporary-minded orchestra in America,” one for which “Stravinsky’s ‘The Rite of 
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Spring’ became the center of the repertory, not its outer limit.”43 
But of course the role of the modern music director is not limited to choosing repertory; 
he or she must be grounded in extraordinary musicianship, and have the willingness to act as the 
public figurehead for an artistic institution. On the latter topic, Ernest Fleischmann wrote, 
“people obviously identify with individual personalities rather than group personalities. 
Therefore, whether we like it or not, the conductor and the soloist are the ones who most 
strongly remain in the audience’s consciousness.”44 André Previn had a contentious relationship 
with the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s management precisely because he was unwilling to 
engage with the “figurehead” side of his role. “He wouldn’t interact with volunteers, [they 
were] not up to his intellectual level. [He was not] interested in being a community figure. 
Couldn’t be bothered with media. All those nonmusical things that are so very important for an 
orchestra’s survival.”45 What is so extraordinary about Salonen’s directorship is that he was able 
to function as the public face of the Philharmonic, yet completely avoided the alienating, 
“highbrow-” maestro image perpetuated by Previn and others. At the same time, he introduced 
Los Angeles’s audiences to more contemporary (read: difficult) music than any other conductor 
of a major orchestra, all the while filling seats to ninety-two-percent capacity—even during the 
economic downturn—and leading an orchestra with the largest operating budget of any in the 
country.46 Salonen himself understood the need to be a flexible and essential part of his musical 
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and urban community. 
It took me a couple of years, to be honest, to actually figure out that I was not in 
Europe, that this really is a different country, a different culture, and L.A., especially, 
is a different place. I think for me the moment of enlightenment happened when I 
finally understood that what I have to do is to create an identity for the orchestra that 
is typical of this place and this time rather than try to import a concept from 
somewhere else.47 
 
The extent to which Salonen has come to embody cutting-edge yet culturally-accepted 
music making in Los Angeles and beyond is captured in his starring role in a recent iPad 
advertisement, that most commercial endorsement of California cool. In that ad, the viewer 
sees Salonen as he whistles a short phrase, which he eventually fleshes out into the opening 
line of his violin concerto. The symphony orchestra—normally used in advertising to depict 
cultural snobbery, tradition, and boredom—is suddenly the very epitome of twenty-first-
century creativity. And the orchestra plays not Beethoven, not Brahms, but Salonen’s own 
Violin Concerto, premiered in 2009 at his final concert as music director of the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic. Regarding this final program—György Ligeti’s Clocks and Clouds, his own 
Violin Concerto with Leila Josefowicz, and Beethoven’s Fifth—New York Times critic 
Anthony Tommasini wrote “mixing old and new works so the pieces interact in intriguing 
ways has been a hallmark of Mr. Salonen’s programming. The orchestra’s audiences have 
come to expect no less.”48 
When Esa-Pekka Salonen stepped down from his conducting post to focus on 
composing at the end of the 2008-2009 season, his successor, Gustavo Dudamel, had already 
made his United States debut with the Los Angeles Philharmonic at the Hollywood Bowl in 
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2005, at the precocious age of twenty-four. While many might question the hiring of someone 
so young (he would be twenty-eight at the opening of his first season as music director), given 
the path paved by Salonen, a wunderkind in his own right, the appointment was not so much a 
Hollywood stunt, but rather a continuation of a distinctly untraditional legacy. While Gustavo 
Dudamel’s directorship will be more thoroughly examined in Chapter Five, there are two 
important things to note here. First, despite his youth, Dudamel’s ability to lead a major 
orchestra was never in question. By the time he came to Los Angeles permanently, he had 
conducted the Berlin, New York, and Vienna Philharmonics, the London Philharmonia 
(incidentally, the designated home of Conductor Laureate Esa-Pekka Salonen), along with the 
Boston and Chicago Symphonies. In addition, he held a recording contract with that most 
prestigious of classical record labels, Deutsche Grammophon, and counted among his mentors 
Simon Rattle, Daniel Barenboim, and Claudio Abbado.49 In the words of his predecessor, 
“Gustavo is not concerned about authority. He is concerned about music, which is exactly the 
right approach. The orchestra gets seduced into playing well for him, rather than forced.”50 The 
decision to hire Dudamel was decisive, and came immediately on the heels of Salonen’s 
resignation, without the lengthy vetting of candidates that often comes with the search for a new 
music director. And while his personality and public image were inevitably an essential part of 
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For Borda, who was scouting candidates to succeed Salonen someday, the turning point arrived 
while she was watching Dudamel rehearse the La Scala orchestra in Milan in Mahler’s Fifth 
Symphony (as it happens, the piece he performed in the Bamberg competition). “That is a great 
opera orchestra, but you don’t think of them as a great Mahler band,” Borda says of La Scala. 
“When they started playing, it sounded like Verdi. By the end, it sounded like Vienna, with the 
klezmer, Jewish, real Mahlerian weighty sound. This was heavy lifting, a real crucible for a young 
conductor.” The only remaining question in her mind was to see how he fared at Disney Hall in his 
debut there last January. After a rapturous response from the players and audience members, she 
offered Dudamel a five-year contract as music director, starting in the 2009-10 season.51 
 
 
Dudamel was a choice celebrated by both management and the musicians. In their article 
“Life and Work in Symphony Orchestras,” Jutta Allmendinger, J. Richard Hackman, and Erin V. 
Lehman point out the danger when orchestral management takes a strong hand in musical 
decisions. “A strong board of directors can ensure that an orchestra has the financial wherewithal 
that makes good playing possible—but board influence that extends into musical and operational 
arenas does more harm than good.”52 Yet here the choice of Dudamel was enthusiastically met 
by all parties: the board, the musical management (as represented by Borda), and by the 
musicians themselves. One player said, “We’re so desperate for the quality of honesty. At least 
in this orchestra, there’s no baggage of people prejudging conductors. [Dudamel is] great.”53 
Under the baton of Esa-Pekka Salonen, the Los Angeles Philharmonic began a tradition 
of innovation. And upon Dudamel’s arrival in California, it was immediately clear that this was 
a tradition that he intended to uphold. As will be discussed at some length below, Gustavo 
Dudamel is a product of Venezuela’s public music education system, the National System of 
Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela, or El Sistema. Dudamel has always made his 
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indebtedness to this system clear. While opening night gala concerts are traditionally elite, 
black-tie affairs, Dudamel began his tenure at the Los Angeles Philharmonic with a free concert 
at the Hollywood Bowl, preceded by a bilingual media frenzy, and attended by nearly 18,000 
people.54 The symbol of a Latin- American conductor, leading a traditionally European 
ensemble in a city with such a large Latin-American population should not be underestimated. 
The repertoire for this concert— Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony—was certainly traditional, but 
its setting, a free concert in the Hollywood Bowl, marketed to audiences across all of Los 
Angeles’s diverse neighborhoods and socioeconomic groups, was completely antithetical to the 
model set forth by Theodore Thomas more than one hundred years ago. Even more unusual was 
the “overture”—a roughly rendered version of Beethoven’s “Ode to Joy” theme, played by 
members of the newly-founded Youth Orchestra of Los Angeles, modeled after El Sistema, and 
established by Dudamel before he officially began as conductor. Dudamel was making a 
gesture to the people of Los Angeles that this music was theirs for the taking. In the words of 
Borda, “The atmosphere exists for him to really change music history. Gustavo has an ability to 
communicate what is passionate and vital about music in a very twenty-first century kind of 
way.”55 
With the directorships of Esa-Pekka Salonen and Gustavo Dudamel, then, the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic—a financially thriving ensemble whose growing budget and artistic 
visibility seemed to stem from (not despite) its history of taking risks —set a precedent in the 
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industry for financial and artistic success. With this example, the Philadelphia Orchestra’s 
choice of Yannick Nézet-Séguin as its eighth music director seems like less of a risk, and more 
like a choice derived from a thriving model.56 London critic Norman Lebrecht wrote, “although 
he [Nézet-Séguin] is not as flamboyant as the Venezuelan Gustavo Dudamel, the pair are 
increasingly mentioned in the same breath as leaders of their generation.”57  
The Philadelphia directorship is Nézet-Séguin’s first job in a top-tier orchestra (it 
coincides with his directorship Montreal’s Orchestre Métropilitain, which he has held since 
2000), and comes with the burden of expectation for an orchestra newly-emerged from a fiscal 
and artistic crisis. Of his appointment, Allison Vulgamore said: 
I am truly excited for The Philadelphia’s Orchestra’s partnership with Yannick Nézet- 
Séguin, a great musician and human being. In my many visits with Yannick, I have witnessed 
the warm fellowship he shares with musician colleagues and audiences around the world. His 
exceptional artistry and strong connection with our musicians combines in rich and impactful 
performances, and his contagious love of music endears him to our audiences and 






In the 1998 annual report of the Mellon Foundation’s Orchestra Forum, member 
participants cited frustration at the intransigence of orchestral repertoire, yet another symptom 
of orchestral stagnation. “Unlike theater and dance companies, orchestras have been largely 
unsuccessful at fostering the creation of new work and in involving creators in the artistic life 
of the institution [ . . . ] Whatever the problems in contemporary composition, orchestras have 
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neglected, perhaps even abdicated, their responsibility to create an environment in which new 
work flourishes.”59 
Boston Symphony horn player James Orleans disparaged the abdication of 
responsibility of the contemporary orchestra towards fostering the establishment of new music 
into the standard repertoire. In his study “Rebuilding the Repertoire for the 21st Century,” 
Orleans examines the Boston Symphony’s performance history of works now sitting squarely 
in the orchestral canon. Stravinsky’s Firebird Suite, introduced to Boston audiences for the 
first time in 1919, received repeat performances in 1925, 1926-29, 1931, 1935, and 1939.  His 
Petrouchka, introduced in 1920, was repeated in1925-30, 1932-34, 1941-42, and 1945. 
Shostakovich’s Fifth Symphony, introduced in Boston in 1939, was repeated in 1940-41, 
1943-45, 1948, 1952-53, 1956-57, 1961, and 1966-67.  As Orleans points out, “all of [these 
works], at the time, [were] new and unfamiliar to audiences and players alike.”60 
Pierre Boulez joked, “They say that when a contemporary piece is performed, the 
composer hears it twice in the same concert—the first and the last time, because it's never 
performed again.”61 He continued, ''Pieces have to be repeated and repeated and repeated, not 
only for the audiences but also for the musicians [ . . . ] Only by commissioning hundreds of 
works can ‘masterpieces'’ be found.”62  
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The Los Angeles Philharmonic’s commitment to new music under the baton of Esa-
Pekka Salonen is clear, and its continuance under Gustavo Dudamel will be examined in turn.       
But in fact, the city’s engagement with challenging new works goes back much further. If Los 
Angeles was introduced to modernism through the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright, Rudolph 
Schindler, and Richard Neutra, it was introduced to contemporary classical music through the 
series Evenings on the Roof.63  
The Evenings on the Roof64 were the brainchild of amateur musician Peter Yates, 
who was looking for a performance outlet for his concert-pianist wife, Frances Mullen. Yates 
yearned to create a musical community, and felt that strong audience reactions against modern 
music had more to do with the formal recital setting than with the music itself. The arts, he felt, 
had become “too exclusive, too academic.”65 Not restricted solely to new music, the Roof 
concerts sought to find an audience for “that class of music which is always contemporary, 
whether written by [ . . . ] Byrd or Gibbons, or by [ . . . ] Hindemith and Ives. [Yates was] 
convinced that an audience for music does not exist in a fireside vacuum but must be created.”66 
The Evenings on the Roof were a fortuitous case of a concept being executed in the right 
place, at the right time. Los Angeles musicians, frustrated by the monotony of studio sessions, 
were eager for a more intimate musical outlet. At the same time, the city was a haven for some of 
the most illustrious musicians fleeing Europe at the outbreak of World War II. By 1940, Los 
Angeles was home to Schoenberg, Klemperer, Korngold, Stravinsky, Heifetz, Rubinstein, 
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Rachmaninoff, Horowitz, and Piatigorsky. Yates had an ongoing correspondence with Charles 
Ives, who had several works premiered through these intimate concerts. Schoenberg was a 
frequent attendee, and Stravinsky dedicated his Shakespeare Songs to Yates and the Evenings on 
the Roof “as a tribute to their artistic achievement during sixteen seasons of concerts.”67 
Thanks to the Roof concerts, Los Angeles emerged as a leader in terms of its commitment to new 
music and innovative music-making.68 
Established by Ernest Fleischmann, and continued under Esa-Pekka Salonen and 
Gustavo Dudamel, the Los Angeles Philharmonic’s Green Umbrella Series is the longest- 
running regular season series committed wholly to the performance of contemporary works, and 
thus carries on the tradition begun by the Evenings on the Roof. Heidi Leseman, Director of the 
American Composer’s Forum in Los Angeles writes:  
 
In the Green Umbrella Series, Philharmonic players [perform entire] concerts full of new 
music as a matter of course. They used to be performed in outside venues, now they’re 
performed in the orchestra’s home hall, which is emotionally intimate and tactile. 
Composers love to write for the space itself [Disney Hall] [ . . . ] The Los Angeles 
Philharmonic is putting its stamp of approval on new music with time, money, and space.69  
 
 
Each year, beginning in 2004 and ending in 2014, the American Society of Composers 
and Publishers (ASCAP) presented the Morton Gould Award for Innovative Programming to 
an orchestra whose commitment to adventurous programming “not only perpetuates the great 
orchestral tradition of the past, but insures that concert music in America remains relevant, 
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vibrant, and alive.”70 The 2013-14 award was presented to Gustavo Dudamel and the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic for programming works from Michel van der Aa to Frank Zappa.71 
Diuring the season following the ASCAP prize, in the 2014-15 season (dubbed “Music 
Moving Forward”) the Los Angeles Philharmonic continued to enter new territory, with 
Dudamel himself conducting six new commissions, five of which were world premieres. The 
season, like the orchestra and the city it inhabits, was dynamic and shifting. “The L.A. Phil is 
always in motion, we’re always evolving [ . . . ] This season is emblematic of that 
philosophy.”72  
To return to the East Coast: one of Yannick Nézet-Séguin’s goals as music director of 
the Philadelphia Orchestra is to invite a deeper commitment to new music from the more 
traditional-leaning Philadelphians. In the announcement of the Orchestra’s 2014-2015 season, 
he wrote: 
My first two seasons as music director of The Philadelphia Orchestra were a time of learning, 
of getting to know the exceptional musicians of the Orchestra and the audience [ . . . ] And 
both were eager to help this process of discovery and to share their expectations and desires 
for our collaboration. Now, in my third season, we are ready to embark on a journey of 
musical exploration into some new territory with a variety of repertoire. I am very proud of 
this third season of mine because it is the most diverse in terms of repertoire. As a whole it 
makes a journey through the great treasure of music that we want to bring you, week after 
week, an experience that is a special event.73 
 
 
Nézet-Séguin’s first two seasons allowed his community to become familiar with him 
	
70 League of American Orchestras website, online at http://www.americanorchestras.org/conducting-artistic-
programs/ascap-awards-for-adventurous-programming.html.   
 
71 Both the 2011-2012 awards and 2012-2013awards went to the Los Angeles Philharmonic.  
 
72 Reed Johnson, “L.A. Philharmonic 2014-2015 Season Includes Dessner, Cerrone Works,” LAT, February 11, 
2014, online at https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/culture/la-et-cm-la-phil-season-announcement-
20140211-story.html. More recent programming choices in Los Angeles and Philadelphia will be further examined 






both as a conductor and as a figurehead; having established a level of trust, he can slowly bring 





Chapters One and Two have examined the Philadelphia Orchestra and the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic as they relate to their larger communities through style of management, physical 
performance space, conducting leadership, and reportorial choices. Financial success for a 
symphony orchestra is directly correlated with support from members of its surrounding 
community. Relying on its storied legacy, the Philadelphia Orchestra failed to adapt either to 
the shifting place held by classical music in the twenty-first century cultural landscape, or to its 
own city’s changing urban demographic. Its ensuing bankruptcy and struggle to regain its 
musical foothold are symptoms of that intransigence. 
On the other hand, Los Angeles has built a model that is centered on the concept of 
constant innovation and reinvention, seeking to make classical music—both new and old—a 
living and breathing part of its sprawling metropolis. Whether through reinvention of the 
orchestral management model, a bold concert hall designed to take the orchestra into the 
twenty-first century, daring choices in music directors, or an unabashed embrace of new and 
challenging repertoire, the Los Angeles Philharmonic embodies its seasonal philosophy of 
“Music Moving Forward.” 
This tale of two cities—in which an orchestra’s artistic and financial health is 
dependent on embracing and adapting to the contours of its supporting community— leads 
us to a new phenomenon in American orchestras’ approaches to community involvement. 
Increasingly, symphony orchestras are rejecting traditional (read “passive”) educational 
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outreach models, in which students are invited to a concert for an afternoon and then go 
home (leaving their experience in the hall), for a new, dynamic type, in which the 
orchestra itself uses comprehensive community music making as a tool for fundamental 
social change. 
To better understand the origins of this movement, Chapter Three moves briefly 
away from the United States to Venezuela, where cultural integration of classical music is 
happening at a fundamental level through the Sistema Nacional de Orquestas Juveniles e 
Infantiles de Venezuela, or El Sistema. In El Sistema, concepts of music and community 
are inextricable, and the success of the movement—both in building a musical community 
and in producing extraordinary musicians—provides important examples for American 
orchestras seeking to retain relevance.
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CHAPTER THREE  
 
EL SISTEMA IN VENEZUELA:  




“If anyone asked me, where is there something really important  
                                                                             going on for the future of classical music, I would simply  
                                                                                   have to say here, in Venezuela…These days I say I have seen 
                                                                                      the future of music in Venezuela, and that is—a “resurrection.” 
  Simon Rattle1    
 
El Sistema is “the most important project in the music world of our time.”   
Claudio Abbado2  
 
The previous chapters juxtapose two symphony orchestras in the United States, and seek 
to understand their histories and relationships with and within their urban communities as a 
means of contextualizing their recent successes and difficulties. This chapter now moves to 
Venezuela where, beginning in 1975, an extraordinarily influential man has been built a vast 
network of government-funded youth orchestras. This burgeoning network, known as “El 
Sistema,” has come to dominate the discourse around the future of orchestral music, not just in 
Venezuela, but around the globe. Much of the literature from the organization itself is shrouded 
in propagandistic language, and critical comment seems limited to two extremes: unqualified 
acclaim or gratuitous disdain. However, regardless of whether one sees El Sistema as the answer 
to the perpetual “crises” faced by symphony orchestras since the nineteenth century, or as 
regressive educational practice dressed in the very trendy clothing of social progress, or 
somewhere between these two extremes, there is no doubt that the conversation itself is an 
	
1 Charlotte Higgins, “Land of Hope and Glory,” The Guardian, Friday, November 24, 2006, 
online at https://www.theguardian.com/music/2006/nov/24/classicalmusicandopera.  
	





important one. Symphony orchestras in the United States are intrinsically tied to the values and 
dynamics of their supporting urban communities. And El Sistema stands as the centerpiece of an 
international discussion that revolves around this very topic. We turn, then, to Venezuela, so as 
to better understand a system that has far-reaching implications for American symphony 
orchestras in Los Angeles, in Philadelphia, and beyond.     
 
A Brief Review of the (Sparse) Literature Concerning El Sistema 
When viewed as a musical, educational, and even a pop culture phenomenon, El Sistema is both 
omnipresent and frustratingly opaque. Its representation in popular culture cries out for the 
accompaniment of a movie trailer’s swollen strings and throaty voiceover. Take, as an example, 
the preface to a 2008 segment on the CBS news magazine 60 Minutes. 
What comes to mind when you mention Venezuela? Hugo Chavez probably, or oil, or 
baseball? What probably does not come to mind is classical music. And yet, Venezuela is the 
home of a music program that’s so extraordinary it has been hailed as the future of classical 
music itself. As correspondent Bob Simon first reported in April, it’s called “El Sistema”       




Or the opening of a 2012 article in The Telegraph:  
 
 
The Venezuelan musical training system known simply as El Sistema is a marvel. Its flagship 
orchestras are renowned the world over, and its most famous son, conductor Gustavo 
Dudamel, is perhaps the only universally known face in classical music. It’s rescued untold 
thousands of poor children from drifting into crime. Its visionary founder, José Antonio 





3 Bob Simon, “El Sistema: Changing Lives Through Music,” CBS News, April 11, 2008, online at 
http://www.cbsnews.com/ news/el-sistema-changing-lives-through-music/. 
 
4 Ivan Hewitt, “El Sistema and Gustavo Dudamel: Rescuing Children with Music,” The Telegraph, Culture, June 21, 
2012, online at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/classicalmusic/9319931/El-Sistema-and-Gustavo-
Dudamel- rescuing-children-with-music.html.  Abreu was in fact nominated for the 2012 Nobel Peace Prize.	
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Outside of pop culture references, the sources that deal with El Sistema and that are 
available to the researcher fall into three categories. The first group comes from the world of 
music education as it functions outside of academia, and is best represented by Tricia Tunstall’s 
El Sistema-sanctioned 2012 book Changing Lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the 
Transformative Power of Music.5 Tunstall, a piano teacher and educator from New Jersey, is 
persistently fawning in her praise of the program, and while her nearly complete avoidance of 
engaged criticism (Robert Fink describes her narrative as “quasi-hagiographic)6 should obviously 
be acknowledged, it is in fact one of the only comprehensive outlines available and must 
therefore be taken into account. Tunstall’s work represents a bigger group of largely non-
academic “teaching artists”7 who are staunch, if unquestioning, advocates for El Sistema’s party 
line. 
The yin to Tunstall’s yang is Geoffrey Baker, who is unsparing in his blanket censure of 
the program across its many arms in his 2014 El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth.8 
Though he embarked on the project as an enthusiast of El Sistema, after hearing the Simon 
Bolivar Youth Orchestra of Venezuela in the now-famous Proms concert in 2007,9 Baker’s 
subsequent research into the program transformed his eagerness into deeply rooted skepticism. 
While his scholarly, musicological pedigree and approach is a refreshing antidote to the 
	
5 Tricia Tunstall, Changing Lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the Transformative Power of Music  
(New York: W.W. Norton, 2012).  
 
6 Robert Fink, “Resurrection Symphony: El Sistema as Ideology in Venezuela and Los Angeles,” Action, Criticism, 
and Theory for Music Education 15, no. 1 (2016): 33-57.  
 
7 Most notably Eric Booth, a teaching artist and arts education advocate.   
 
8 Geoffrey Baker, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth (London: Oxford University Press, 2014).  
	
9	In the headline for his review of the concert for The Telegraph, Paul Feis, reflecting the general enthusiasm of the 
audience, asked “Was this the greatest Prom of all time?” online at http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/ 




unflagging ardor of Tunstall et al., Baker is so dogged in his criticism that his narrative seems at 
times to be drained of nuance. His call for a thorough, systematic, and scholarly inquiry into El 
Sistema is welcome and much needed, yet his own research fails to answer the call. In his New 
York Times review, James Oestreich writes: “What is needed is a study carried out with 
dispassionate scholarly rigor. But that is where Mr. Baker falls short in a book that occasionally 
reads like a vendetta.”10 One finds more nuanced readings in the scholarship of Robert Fink, 
Ludim Pedroza, and Michael Mauskapf.11 Fink dismantles the program’s carefully-constructed 
rhetoric, while Mauskapf examines El Sistema through an economic lens, especially as its 
concepts are imported to American orchestral education programs.  Like Fink, Pedroza 
deconstructs the myths built from within El Sistema, and also seeks to understand the program’s 
perceived classical music exceptionalism as a manifestation neo-idealistic philosophy.  On the 
“scientific” side of the spectrum, the only independent, comprehensive study of the program was 
commissioned by the Inter-American Development Bank and released in 2016, looks specifically 
at the effects of group music-making on children’s development in the context of exposure to 
violence.12 
 The third category represents the “official” voice of El Sistema, and while it is easily 
	
10 James Oestreich, “Striking Dissident Notes, With Many Reprises,” NYT, December 16, 2014, online at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/17/books/el-sistema-orchestrating-venezuelas-youth-by-geoffrey-baker.html.  
 
11 See Robert Fink, “Resurrection Symphony: ‘El Sistema’ as ideology in Venezuela and Los Angeles,” Michael 
Mauskapf, “Enduring Crisis, Ensuring Survival: Artistry, Economics, and the American Symphony Orchestra” (PhD 
diss., University of Michigan, 2012). Ludim Pedroza, “Of Orchestras, Mythos, and the Idealization of Symphonic 
Practice: The Orquesta Sinfónica de Venezuela in the (Collateral) History of El Sistema, Latin American Music 
Review, 36, no. 1 (Spring/Summer 2015): 68-93, and Pedroza, “Music as a Life-Saving Project: Venezuela’s El 
Sistema in the American Neo-Idealistic Imagination,” College Music Symposium 54 (2014), online at 
https://symposium.music.org/. 
 
12 Xiomara Alemá, Suzanne Duryea, Nancy G. Guerra, Patrick J. McEwan, Rodrigo Muñoz, Marco Stampini, and 
Ariel A. Williamson, “The Effects of Musical Training on Child Development: a Randomized Trial of El Sistema in 




accessible, its overviews and descriptions are couched in a self-serving language designed to 
convince the reader of the program’s viability and embodiment of its lofty socio-musical goals, 
with little (or nothing) in the way of quantitative evidence to stand upon. It includes the 
organization’s website, where one finds a general overview of the program, including its 
mission, philosophy, history, social and cultural impact, and short biographies of its two most 
public figures, José Antonio Abreu and Gustavo Dudamel. When printed, the entire scope of the 
above comprises a mere twelve pages, a paltry stack for a celebrated program that was founded 
in 1975, and serves over 400,000 children.13 Also here we find Chefi Borzacchini’s “Venezuela, 
the Miracle of Music,”14 a history of sorts published by the Banco Caribe, one of El Sistema’s 
sponsors, and written by an author who spent twenty years writing about El Sistema for El 
Nacional, a Caracas newspaper that was closely linked to Abreu, before working directly for the 
Sistema’s communication office.15 In 2006, the film director Alberto Alvero (an El Sistema 
graduate) and Explorart Films released the documentary Tocar y Luchar,16 which offers thoughts 
and reflections not just from Venezuela’s principal players, but also from some of the most 
respected names in European and American orchestral music. 
                                                                        * * * * * 
 Using the above literature as a starting point, this chapter seeks to create a more nuanced 
picture of El Sistema. How has the music of Mahler, Beethoven, and Brahms come to symbolize 
	
13 Interestingly, the website was available in English until 2013, when it switched to its current, Spanish-only 
version, adding to the level of purposeful obfuscation. 
  
14 Chefi Borzacchini, “Venezuela: The Miracle of Music,” Fundación Bancaribe, 2010, online at 
http://musicabancaribe.com/Publicaciones/Libro_digital/VenezuelaEnElCielo/EN/. 
 
15 The path to finding Borzacchini’s text is not a straightforward one. I found it through the discussion page of 
“Sistema Global- Friends of El Sistema Worldwide,” rather than through a straightforward reference on the El 
Sistema website.   
 




“revolutionary” social progress in twentieth-century Latin America? Why is a program that is so 
seamlessly interwoven with Venezuelan culture based on a nineteenth-century white, European 
model? What are the benefits and dangers of such a construction? Does discipline and creation of 
a musical utopia help the masses forget about their place in society, or overcome it? The 
dissertation’s final chapters will turn back to the United States, to Philadelphia and Los Angeles, 




El Sistema in Venezuela 
 On its surface, El Sistema is a government-funded program that uses orchestral music 
making as a model for social change. Founded in 1975 by the Venezuelan economist José 
Antonio Abreu (see below), the Sistema comprises a network of more than one hundred youth 
orchestras in regional centers, called nucleos, across Venezuela, serving over 500,00017 children 
at no cost to their families. Its top ensembles, the Simón Bólivar Symphony Orchestra of 
Venezuela (formerly the Simón Bólivar Youth Orchestra, whose name was changed to 
accommodate its aging members), the Teresa Carreño Youth Orchestra, the Caracas Symphony 
Youth Orchestra, and the National Children’s Orchestra,18 are complimented by smaller, regional 
orchestras in nucleos across Venezuela, as well as by a jazz orchestras, nucleos focused entirely 
on Venezuelan instruments (particularly the cuatro),19 orchestras for students with special needs, 
	
17 This number varies according to the source. This particular figure comes from “Sistema Global, Friends of El 
Sistema Worldwide,” online at http://sistemaglobal.org/about/el-sistema-venezuela/.  
 
18 The sizes of these ensembles vary:  the National Children’s Orchestra has 358 members between the ages of eight 
and sixteen, while the Teresa Carreño Youth Orchestra has 165.  
 
19 The cuatro is a four-stringed Venezuelan instrument whose origins are found in the sixteenth-century Spanish 
classical guitar, but is similar in size to the ukelele. 		
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and orchestras in prisons. The governing organization for El Sistema is the Simón Bólivar 
Musical Foundation (formerly the Fundación del Estado para el Sistema Nacional de las 
Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles de Venezuela), the administrative umbrella that oversees all 
aspects of the program, including orchestras and choirs, all nucleos and teaching centers, and all 
teaching and administrative staff. 
 The literature about El Sistema points to its foundation as a social, as opposed to a 
cultural program. When Abreu established governmental funding under the first administration 
of Carlos Andrés Pérez20 in 1976, Abreu was careful about how he framed his fledgling orchestra 
program:  
I told him that I needed the state to take financial responsibility for the orchestra, to consider 
it a state project. Most important, I told him I needed support not as an artistic project, but as 
a program of youth development through music. There was a Ministry of Youth at the Time, 
and I knew that was the ideal place for us . . . The Ministry of Culture would not have been 
the right place for us. Within all of Latin America, the ministries of culture upheld a very 
elitist idea of art, as something for a privileged minority. This is why, from the very 
beginning, I wanted the official acknowledgement of the state that this is a special program.21 
 
 
 The scope and goals of Abreu’s “youth development through music” is manifest through 
its basic principles. While El Sistema itself does not provide a simple list, there are a number of 
sources that outline the program’s basic tenets, so that we can have a better sense of its operating 
ideologies. First, Chefi Borzacchini provides an outline in her official history of El Sistema.22 
While parts of the basic mission as she outlines it are difficult to quantify in terms of achieving 
specific and replicable results (enjoyment and learning as everyone’s right, material poverty 
vanquished by spiritual wealth, overcoming false musical paradigms), objectives such as having 
	
20 Carlos Andrés Pérez was President of Venezuela from 1974 to1979, and again from 1989 to 1993.  
 
21 Tunstall, Changing Lives, 69.  
	




music as part of the daily lives of towns and villages, and integrating and caring for the 
individual, the family, and the community are more demonstrably achievable. Another list comes 
from the music educator Eric Booth, along with observations and learned practices from El 
Sistema Fellows,23 and Mark Churchill, former dean at the New England Conservatory.24 Booth 
and Churchill present El Sistema’s principles as fundamental concepts to be replicated by 
American programs. They include a mission of social change, access and excellence, the nucleo 
environment, intensity, the use of ensemble, the CATS teacher model (Citizen, Artist Teacher, 
Scholar), the multi-year continuum, family and community inclusion, connections and network, 
and ambition and achievement. 
The most succinct list comes from Jonathan Govias, a conductor, writer, educator, public 
speaker, and former Sistema Fellow, who lists the tenets as follows: social change, ensembles, 
frequency, accessibility, and connectivity.25 
Govias cites a two-fold definition of social change: (1) the physical relocation of students 
from dangerous environments (neighborhoods and homes) into protected ones (nucleos); (2) the 
way in which a specifically musical activity (playing in an orchestra) provides structure, 
discipline, reward, and mutual struggle and celebration. The other tenets are more 
straightforward. Ensembles provide the backbone of an El Sistema education: “As members of an 
orchestra [ . . . ] students build and model the cooperative attributes of a healthy symbiotic 
	
23 Sistema Fellows were a group of students who studied El Sistema teaching methods on one-year fellowships at 
the New England Conservatory from 2010 through 2014.   
 
24 Eric Booth, “The Fundamental of El Sistema,” Eric Booth, January, 2012, online at http://ericbooth.net/the-
fundamentals- of-el-sistema/. 
 





community in order to achieve success.”26 The immersive nature of the program depends on 
ensembles meeting frequently.27 In order to provide social change for Venezuelans across socio-
economic classes, El Sistema eliminates the obstacle of cost. Accessibility is therefore dependent 
only on personal commitment and effort (two more elements integral to social change). Finally, 
the connectivity of the national network ensures that a student always has another level to strive 
for as she moves through the system. 
 All of these principles speak to a mission that is both carefully crafted and enigmatic, 
much like the public persona of El Sistema’s founder, José Antonio Abreu. The journalist Daniel 
Wakin writes about seeing Abreu before a concert in Caracas:  
For anyone who observed Pope John Paul II in action amid third-world crowds during his 
papacy, it was a familiar sight: the charisma, the smiles, the contrast of stooped holy man and 
spirited youngsters, the solicitousness for the weak. But on this February day at the Teresa 
Carreño Theater here, the center of attention was not a pope. It was José Antonio Abreu, the 
founder and influential leader of a classical music education program called El Sistema.28  
 
 
 Or in the words of Gustavo Dudamel, Abreu’s most famous disciple, “There is one 
simple reason the Sistema is so successful. It is the Maestro.”29 Born in Valera, Venezuela, in 
1939, Abreu graduated from the Universidad Católica Andrés Bello with a PhD in Petroleum 
Economics in 1961, which he followed three years later with a degree in music from Venezuela’s 
National Conservatory of Music.  
 Owing to an influx of immigrants following the end of World War II and a booming oil 
industry, orchestras in Venezuela in the mid-twentieth century were composed largely of 
	
26 Govias, “Five Principles.”  
 
27 Ensembles in El Sistema meet at least four times each week.  
 
28 Daniel Wakin, “Venerated High Priest and Humble Servant of Music Education,” NYT, March 12, 2010, online at 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/04/arts/music/jose-antonio-abreu-leads-el-sistema-in-venezuela.html.  
 




European musicians.   
 
After the Second World War, we had a very fertile immigration of Germans and Italians, 
Basques and Catalans [ . . . ] They contributed to the panorama of culture in the city. 
Musically, many composers were making new and distinctly Venezuelan music. And choirs 
were being born in different areas of society. As a result, the classical music world of 
Venezuela was dominated by professional orchestras in Caracas and Maracaibo made up 
almost entirely of musicians from Europe and North America, playing European symphonic 
works for the country’s upper-class elite.30 
 
 
 Frustrated by the lack of access for native Venezuelans, Abreu decided to start his own 
orchestra. In what has become a founding myth of sorts, he gathered eleven students in a garage 
in 1975, with the only qualification being enthusiasm and commitment, and held the first 
rehearsal of what would become El Sistema.  
 Abreu’s ability to align El Sistema’s mission with that of Venezuela’s governing party of 
the day (from the conservative Pérez to the leftist Chávez) is owed in part to his personal history 
with his country’s politics. From 1959 through 1964 he worked in the Chamber of Deputies in 
the Congress of Venezuela; he was named Minister of Culture in 1983, and later served five 
years as Chairman of the Economic Subcommittee for the Chamber of Deputies’ Finance 
Committee.31 
 Part of Abreu’s success consisted of gaining the unquestioning support of those who 
came to be involved in El Sistema. From the students, many of whom return as teachers, to the 
administrators, it seems that his followers offer him unquestioning and unlimited support. 
Bolivia Bottome, who served many roles in the Sistema, and was eventually Director of 
Institutional Development and International Affairs, illustrates this phenomenon as she describes 
	
30 Maria Guinaud, Venezuelan choral conductor and Director of the Schola Cantorum; quoted in Tunstall, Changing 
Lives, 55.  
 




a series of conversations she had with the founder: 
 
[Abreu said:] “We’re going to start the institute, and you’re going to be the director” [ . . . ] 
and then one day, José Antonio called me and said, “we are going to start a program that 
features musical performances of the Simón Bólivar Orchestra and other ensembles, and you 
are going to do it . . . We are making an agreement with the Bolivian orchestra there, and you 
are going to go and meet with the officials and sign the papers” [ . . . ]  Last year, he called 
me and asked if I would come back to FESNOJIV as director of international relations. And 
of course I said yes [ . . . ] I have never said no.32 
 
 
Bottome’s conversation illustrates the devotion engendered by Abreu. This affluence of 
praise, the loyalty to El Sistema’s founder, is a tribute to its success, but at the same time 
discourages level-headed criticism, within the program and without. The section that follows 
seeks to look beyond the rhetoric and create a more nuanced view of this international 
phenomenon. 
 
Finding Dissonance  
 
Robert Fink points to a recurring set of “highly-charged” words that appear again and 
again in the El Sistema lexicon, as principally voiced by José Antonio Abreu: “community, 
order, universal, soul, spirit, beauty.”33 Chief among them, however, is “harmony.”  
The ruling metaphor is harmony, a multivalent term whose ability to signify in both material 
and ideal registers allows Abreu to slip discursively between them at will: “Whoever creates 
beauty by playing an instrument, and generates musical harmony, begins to understand from 




32 Bolivia Bottome, as quoted in Tunstall, Changing Lives, 83. FESNOJIV stands for “Fundación del Estado para el 
Sistema Nacional de Orquestas Juveniles e Infantiles de Venezuela,” now known as the “Simón Bólivar Musical 
Foundation.”  
 
33 Fink, Resurrection Symphony, 7.  
 




The El Sistema conception of harmony is defined solely as it relates to concord and 
agreement, and thus creates an elegant rhetorical circle out of which any of the words on Abreu’s 
afore-mentioned vocabulary list can be plucked at will and related back to the founding message. 
However, harmony requires both concord and discord. In addition to the triumphs of El Sistema, 
there is inevitably discord beneath the surface of Abreu’s rhetorically placid system. As 
orchestras, and arts organizations more generally continue to focus on issues of social equality 
and equal access, it seems likely that El Sistema has had and will continue to have a profound 
effect on the current and future state of orchestral music in the United States. However, it is only 
through recognizing its fundamental flaws that a truly dynamic and complex translation can to 
begin to shift the underlying stasis in American orchestral communities. 
 
Rhetoric   
 
To substitute monologue, slogans, and communiqués for dialogue is to attempt to liberate the 
oppressed with instruments of domestication. Attempting to liberate the oppressed without 
their reflective participation in the act of liberation is to . . . transform them into masses, 
which can be manipulated.”35 
 
José Antonio Abreu was an eminently quotable man. Rarely does one read about him—
be it an interview, a profile, the preface to an honor or award—and not encounter one of his 
aphoristic “truisms.” Among the most frequently cited are, “The most holy of human rights is 
art,”36 and “competitiveness is an element of the human condition.”37  
But the Sistema’s alternative model of cooperative interdependence seems to be so 
	
35 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (London, Bloomsburg Academic Press, 2000), 179.  
 
36 Wakin, “High Priest.”  
 




deeply satisfying that it is sometimes able to trump even such elemental emotions. “As an artist, I 
have always insisted that my art be dignified with the mission of creating better human beings.”38 
Similarly, “music has to be recognized as an agent of social development in the highest sense, 
because it transmits the highest values—solidarity, harmony, mutual compassion.”39 (Note here 
again his one-dimensional use of “harmony.”)  
          All of these statements offer expansive platitudes, not acknowledging broader 
impossibilities.  
 
The idea is that the families join with pride and joy in the activities of the orchestras and the 
choirs that their children belong to. The huge spiritual world that music produces in itself, 
which also lies within itself, ends up overcoming material poverty. From the minute a child is 
taught how to play an instrument, he is no longer poor. He becomes a child in progress 
heading for a professional level, who’ll later become a full citizen.40  
 
 
Critics of El Sistema point to such pronouncements as empty rhetoric, that, when 
removed from the contexts in which they are usually placed—printed with photos of joyful, 
wide-eyed children receiving instruction from some of the world’s finest musicians (Dudamel, 
Rattle, Abbado, et al.), accompanied by carefully chosen passages from Mahler and Beethoven—
lack much substance. And of course, when taken at face value, these pronouncements are clearly 
problematic. In her official history, Borzacchini writes: 
 
The System cleanly breaks the social and economic vicious circle that produces social 
inequality. We also firmly believe that poverty can be overcome and vanquished with good 
work, in-depth education, and a balanced distribution of benefits as factors that undermine the 
foundations of inequality.41 
 
	
38 Tunstall, Changing Lives, 173.  
 
39 Tunstall, Changing Lives¸ 273.  
 
40 José Antonio Abreu, “TED Prize Wish,” online at http://blog.ted.com/_weve_transcrib/.  
 






 All of Abreu’s statements emphasize social benefits gained through musical performance, 
the core of his program’s mission. His critics ask for (and find wanting) tangible evidence of the 
social benefits of the program. In fact, Geoffrey Baker goes even further, suggesting that, by 
promoting an institution of “high culture,” Abreu, and by extension the Venezuelan government, 
is in fact part of a “long historical trajectory of music as social action programs with deep roots 
in nineteenth-century capitalist ideology.”42 He then points to the literary critic John Carey:  
 
It was felt in particular that if the poor could be persuaded to take an interest in high art it 
would help them to transcend their material limitations, reconciling them to their lot, and 




 Baker’s suggestion that Abreu seeks to create class complacency through inspirational 
turn of phrase is excessive, and lunges at a theoretical extreme just as much as Abreu moves 
toward rhetorical ones. Can an orchestral education program “cleanly break” the cycle of social 
inequality? Can the “spiritual world that music produces” overcome material poverty? Of course 
not! No number of free orchestras can solve hunger, or directly tackle the many immediate, 
tangible problems faced by poor families. Yet, countless studies show that, in fact, “from a 
moment a child is taught an instrument, he is (indeed!) no longer poor.” He will have a higher IQ 
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in later adulthood,44 she will have an improved emotional outlook,45 he will have a better GPA,46 
enhanced social skills,47 and highly-developed personal expression.48 And these are all benefits 
above and beyond the pure emotional and artistic satisfaction of making music for its own sake.  
In the 2020 political climate, it may seem difficult to look at the aspirational rhetoric associated 
with El Sistema against the extraordinarily brutal realities of daily life in Venezuela and find 
value and importance there, but one finds answers in the balance. The criticisms raised by Baker 
and others are worthy ones, and they call into question the evangelical foundations of a program 
often used as a symbol of enlightenment and progress by a dangerous political regime. At the 
same time, El Sistema is a valuable example of social progress as brought about through 
community arts integration. “Solidarity, harmony, and mutual compassion” are the vital tools in 
any well-functioning community, and are precisely the skills being gained by the students, and 
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Colonialism?   
 
What made for the power and authority of the movement was that Marx understood how to 
interest the workers in a social order which would both benefit them and appear to them as 
just. It is exactly the same with art. At no point in time, no matter how utopian, will anyone 
win the masses over to a higher art; they can be won over only to one nearer to them. And the 
difficulty consists precisely in finding a form for art such that, with the best conscience in the 
world, one could hold that it is a higher art. This will never happen with most of what is 
propagated by the avant-garde of the bourgeoisie.49  
 
 
 In the 2007 BBC Proms concert that that introduced the Simón Bólivar Youth Orchestra 
to a worldwide audience, the young musicians, greeted by round after round of applause, sat 
down for an encore. In what has become their signature piece, they produced jackets boldly 
emblazoned with the red, yellow, blue, and white of the Venezuelan flag, and launched into 
Leonard Bernstein’s Mambo! from West Side Story. “They waved their instruments in unison, 
they stood up and sat down in time to the music, they performed Mexican waves, they threw 
their instruments in the air, spun their double basses and danced with each other. It was fiesta 
time.”50  Or as another review put it: “The emotional temperature rose steadily, and by the time 
of the encores, with the conductor and orchestra now wearing jackets in the colours of the 
Venezuelan flag, waving their instruments in the air and promenading around the platform, 
everyone in the hall was on their feet.”51 In his review of their New York debut at Carnegie Hall 
as part of the same tour, Anthony Tommasini wrote: “The concert ended with a frenzied fiesta. 
The players donned jackets based on the Venezuelan flag, and played a selection of Latin 
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American works, though one of them was “Mambo” from “West Side Story” [ . . . ] During the 
performance the players leapt off their seats, shouted and shimmied. Cellists twirled their 
instruments as if they were spinning their dates during the dance at the gym.”52 
 In each of these reviews, the “serious” credentials of the orchestra is established in 
analyses of the main program—Shostakovich in London, Berlioz, Chopin, and Beethoven in 
New York—all works firmly rooted in the European classical canon. Each critic also touches 
upon the ways in which El Sistema, the “astonishing Venezuelan music education system,”53 has 
bettered the lives of its Venezuelan students. “The system has transformed the life chances of 
hundreds of children—some of them living on the streets—and has sparked a musical 
renaissance.”54  In his book The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela, the 
Venezuelan anthropologist Fernando Coronil writes: “In Latin America the aspiration to 
overcome underdevelopment has often turned into an insidiously tragic means of continuing the 
conquest and colonization by its own hand, or recognizing itself in other histories, and therefore 
of misrecognizing the history that unfolds in its own land.”55  Benjamin writes that the masses 
will not be won over to a higher art, but rather will only be won over by art that is “near to 
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Kant held up European art works as exemplars of the good and moral in the world—
simultaneously devaluing the artistic expressions of (among others) the world’s indigenous 
peoples. This argument served (however inadvertently) the colonial agenda by implying that 
indigenous expressions could not be considered “art,” thus rendering its producers less than 
fully human. This bias eventually found its way into music education philosophy to the 
detriment of most forms of popular and folk music, which to the extent that they were 
incapable of sustaining the sophisticated kind of experience regarded as purely or genuinely 




 Critics might point out that El Sistema has only gained legitimacy as a social and 
education model in the Western world through its nuanced and sophisticated performances of 
Western musical works, and in so doing has illegitimized indigenous Venezuelan expression, and 
thus served the “colonial agenda.” Yet Abreu founded his program as a tool for creating musical 
inclusivity. Feeling shut out of his own country’s conservatories and symphonies, he created a 
means of access for all Venezuelans to all types of music, not only to that music rooted in their 
own cultural heritage. El Sistema, for Abreu, and for its many students, represents a means of 
cultural expansion and inclusion, not a tool to marginalize indigenous Venezuelan music.57 
          Thanks to its rich oil stores and resultant relationships with countries (particularly the 
United States) eager to share in its wealth, a relatively stable (with the exception of recent years) 
democracy, especially in relation to its South American neighbors, and a culture relatively free, 
at least on the surface, of class and racial tensions, Venezuela has viewed itself, and is often 
viewed, as being “exceptional.” “Exceptionalism [ . . . ] reflected the way Venezuelans 
constructed their past, exalting the modernity of Venezuelan society and the politics allegedly 
modeled after the developed countries, and disparaging everything that came before the outset of 
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the modern period in 1936.”58 One of the ways in which that exceptionalism is manifest is 
through an association with Western cultural signifiers, which, in the case of El Sistema, is 
understood through the tradition of Western art music.  
          Geoffrey Baker argues that the problematic association of music as a social action and 
Western cultural values dates back to the Spanish colonization of Latin America over five 
hundred years ago:  
 
Their aim was to instill in the indigenous population what the Spaniards called policia—a 
complex term that encompassed order, Christianity, and civilization. Social elites have thus 
been trying to ‘civilize’ or ‘improve’ poor and/or darker-skinned children through education 
in European-style music for five hundred years in Latin America; far from a revolution, El 
Sistema is heir to a long-standing colonialist tradition.59 
 
 
 Philip Bohlman writes that “more than any other form of identity, nationalism closes the 
gap between music and culture. In so doing it heightens the disjuncture created by conflicting 
musical processes for constructing the nation.”60 Returning to the image of the Simón Bólivar 
Youth Orchestra of Venezuela performing in London, what is at its surface an exuberant, 
critically lauded performance by a prodigiously talented youth orchestra, offers instead a 
culturally complex example of the very type that Baker and Bohlman outline. These Venezuelan 
musicians, wearing their national colors, perform “Latin” music (as understood in translation by 
the North American son of Jewish émigrés, Bernstein) on one of the (Western) world’s most 
hallowed stages, in an encore that seeks to celebrate their Venezuelan heritage, or at the very 
least, its loose, Euro-centric translation. 
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In her article “Music as a Life-Saving Project: Venezuela’s El Sistema in the American 
Neo-Idealistic Imagination,” Ludim Pedroza paints Venezuela’s conception of El Sistema and its 
reception and reinterpretation in the United States as the difference between idealizing the 
collective and national aspects of orchestral practice (Venezuela) and exceptionalizing the  
notion that “a contemplative intimacy with music can be life-changing (United States).”61 The 
Mambo! performance synthesizes these two idealistic tropes. On the one hand, this extraordinary 
orchestral machine is an exemplar of social practice writ large, the indebtedness of the musicians 
to their country’s government signaled by the red, blue, and gold of their jackets. On the other 
hand, the encore’s carefully-scripted joy—its nod to Latin-American music, musicians dancing 
and shouting to music written by a revered conductor of Western masterworks—cracked the 
door for mainstream acceptance, and ultimate reverence, by an audience whose acceptance might 
not have been so widespread but for seeing evidence of its own cultural stamp.  
 
The Symphony Orchestra as Model for Social Justice 
Ideologies help to ensure that the right people make the right music for the right sort of 
listeners. But in so doing, they propagate the appearance that access to the musical, as to any 
other mode of production, is free, equal, and meritocratic. The system of musical production 
is stratified in close accordance with wider social stratification in the society at large.62  
                                                                                                                                   
 
 The symphony orchestra as metaphor for community is at the core of Abreu’s vision for 
El Sistema: “El Sistema recognizes the orchestral movement as an opportunity for personal, 
intellectual, spiritual, social, and professional development.”63 In his “Five Principles of El 
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Sistema,” Jonathan Govias points to the ways in which ensemble performance supports the 
organization’s framework of social change:   
 
As members of an orchestra or chorus, students must learn and contribute simultaneously; 
they receive immediate, practical support from their peers while confronting challenges as a 
team, and must build and model the cooperative attributes of a healthy symbiotic community 
in order to achieve success.64 
 
 
 Or as Tunstall put it, “in the Sistema, aspiring to artistic excellence is an inseparable part 
of building an orchestral community the orchestra is a collective enterprise and a model for 
social life in which collective goals and high individual ideals are synergistically related.”65 
Certainly, the symphony orchestra is an inherently collaborative model. The success of the 
product (the realized musical score) is dependent on both individual achievement (learning one’s 
part) and mutual collaboration (playing together). Yet on another level, the model is intrinsically 
authoritarian. It depends on rote discipline (learning one’s part), in a tiered, hierarchical structure 
(juried seating), under a single, authoritarian figure (the conductor). In El Sistema in particular, 
where students begin by learning simplified versions of orchestral scores and progress through 
the ranks until they are playing fully realized works, there is something of an “automaton” factor. 
In the words of an observing Sistema fellow, “these kids memorize symphonies the way that we 
memorize scales.”66 In fact, just as Abreu set about to establish El Sistema, musicians in Europe 
(ironically, the very model he sought to embrace) were finding ways to rebel against what they 
viewed as a rigid, oppressive structure. “In conscious opposition to the perceived 
authoritarianism of the symphony orchestra, new ensembles . . . aspired to a more democratic 
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model of musical practice, in which the musicians managed themselves, often in collaboration 
with composers.”67  
Geoffrey Baker turns here to Paul-Michel Foucault’s concept of the disciplined body, in 
which “discipline produces subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies. Discipline increases 
the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same forces (in 
political terms of obedience.)”68 He then points to the National Plan for Teacher Training for El 
Sistema’s Latin American Violin Academy, which consists of four basic elements: imitation, 
precision, control, and automatizing, and equivocates those values with Foucault’s politically 
repressed subjects. For Baker, orchestral practice is an exercise in subjugation.  
Certainly, there are elements of truth in this analysis. But just as the Mambo! encore can 
be understood both as a joyful performance, unencumbered by centuries of performative 
traditions, and simultaneously as an orchestra’s carefully-scripted nod to Latin American culture 
while in actuality it strives to join in the very “establishment” from which it purports to branch 
off, so can this orchestral “machine” live in both worlds. For a truly excellent practitioner of any 
skill requires exactly what the name implies: intense discipline, focus, and countless, tireless 
hours of practice.  To claim that these “disciplined bodies” are somehow diminished and unable 
to enact social change is a false dichotomy. 
Placing this idea into the context of music education philosophy, Deborah Bradley writes:   
 
Philosophy colonizes when it intimidates those who might otherwise engage in critical 
thinking. Where philosophy is conceptualized and presented as a product, it is often assumed 
that only some people can think philosophically: that the majority requires philosophy to be 
done for them.”69  
	
67 Robert Adlington, “Organizing Labor: Composers, Performers, and the Renewal of Musical Practice in the 
Netherlands, 1969-72,” The Musical Quarterly 90, no. 3 (2007): 540.  
 
68 Foucault, as quoted in Baker, Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth, 194.  
 





 Contemporary music education practice espouses the benefits of individual contributions 
over collective practice as a means toward social change. “Agency, the manner in which young 
people adapt, feel ownership, and transform the cultural knowledge they construct and create 
may provide a way of negotiating the tensions around youth culture.”70 Yet, as we see above, the 
ultimate path toward musical agency—toward political agency, toward social agency—is 
acquired through the very type of critical thinking and practice that is taught and in the El 
Sistema orchestral model. 
 
 
Concluding Thoughts: El Sistema and its Venezuelan “Community” 
When asked, orchestra officials sidestepped questions about Mr. Chavez’s hostility to the 
United States. “We’re here because of an inspirational and philosophical and social 
movement,” said Deborah Borda, the Philharmonic’s president. “We feel deeply convinced 
we want to be a part of it. This is not a political trip, this is a musical and social trip.”71  
 
 
 Throughout the history of El Sistema, José Antonio Abreu was very careful to ingratiate 
himself and his program within a shifting spectrum of political administrations, from the far right 
(where his personal politics tend to lean) to the far left. Ultimately one ascribes this tendency to 
“doing what’s best” for his program, a defense that has been more difficult to put forth seriously 
in recent years. But can one truly separate the political from the musical and social (as Borda 
does) if El Sistema purports to be a true reflection of the larger Venezuelan community? 
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 Borzacchini’s official history paints an Edenic landscape of El Sistema in its Venezuelan 
context:  
There is a country rich in oil, islands, multi-azured seas, melodious rivers, and generous 
mountains studded with exotic trees and spectacular flowers that grow only there; a land 
where tiny tots jump from their cradles singing and playing violins, pianos, flutes, cellos, 
harps, cuatros, maracas, and drums; where its men and women live and work in numerous 
orchestras and choirs producing the spiritual sustenance for millions and millions of happy 
souls who inhabit its every corner . . . they are the musicians of the north and of the south; 
they live in the east and in the west too. There is no other country like it, where the 
inhabitants sow symphony orchestras from the great mouth of the Caribbean to the entrance 
of its deep Amazonian jungle and from its westernmost point on the Paraguana Peninsula to 





 Compare this to the headlines of recent years: “Venezuelan teen dies after being shot at 
an anti-Maduro protest,”73 “Venezuela Police Killed as Maduro Takes Protest Camps,”74 
“Venezuela: a land of political killings and gang turf wars.”75 The pianist Gabriela Montero has 
been a vocal critic of Abreu’s willingness to play at official functions for a government that has 
the highest homicide rates in the world, inflation rates of over 200%, and countless reports of 
human rights violations.76 Her voice echoes the protesters who appeared at opening night 
festivities for the Los Angeles Philharmonic in 2014, where Gustavo Dudamel (who has 
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continually refused to voice an opinion on his native country’s political situation) is the most 
visible figure of El Sistema in the United States. In an open letter, Montero wrote:  
I cannot remain silent any longer. Yesterday, while tens of thousands of peaceful protesters 
marched all over Venezuela to express their frustration, pain and desperation at the total 
civic, moral, physical, economic and human break down of Venezuela, and while the 
government armed militias, National Guard AND police attacked, killed, injured, imprisoned 
and disappeared many innocent victims, Gustavo and Christian Vazquez led the orchestra in a 
concert celebrating Youth Day and the 39 years of the birth of EL Sistema. They played a 
CONCERT while their people were being massacred. No more excuses. No more “Artists are 
above and beyond everything”[ . . . ] No more “We do it for the kids.”77 
 
Dudamel responded in El Nacional:  
What our National Network of Youth and Children’s Orchestras of Venezuela represents are 
the values of Peace, Love and Unity. February 12 is a special day because it was the day that 
a project was born that has become the emblem and flag of our country to the world. 
Therefore, we commemorate all youth, we commemorate the future, we commemorate 
brotherhood. Our music represents the universal language of peace; therefore, we lament 
yesterday’s events. With our music, and with our instruments in hand, we declare an absolute 
no to violence and a resounding yes to peace.78   
 
 
 More recently, on May 3rd, 2017, a nineteen-year-old Venezuelan man attended a protest 
against the Maduro government in Caracas. He faced the police, moved forward from the crowd 
with his hands up, and moments later, was shot point blank. That young man was Armando 
Cañizales, a violinist in El Sistema. This atrocity, piled upon thousands before it, prompted 
Dudamel to take a firm stance for the first time against his government, after years of avoiding 
outright condemnation. But that is a matter for Chapter Four.  
The history of musical appropriation in the hands of oppressive political regimes is, of 
course, a long and complicated one, and it falls beyond the scope or focus of this dissertation. It 
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seems, however, that an organization whose mission is specific to community engagement, to 
creating “harmony” amidst diverse circumstances, cannot ignore the atrocities that are coming to 




THE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA  
AND THE OPPORTUNITY  
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE, I 
 
As noted at the end of Chapter Three, it was the murder of a young El Sistema violinist 
 
on the streets of Caracas on May 3rd, 2017, that prompted Gustavo Dudamel, arguably the most 
 
prominent symbol of El Sistema in the United States, to pen an open letter decrying the human  
 
rights abuses waged by Nicolás Maduro’s government in Venezuela. “I raise my voice against 
 
violence,” he began. “Nothing justifies bloodshed [ . . . ] Extreme confrontation and polarization  
 
cannot seize common conscience and peace, constituting borders and barriers to understanding  
 
and peaceful democratic coexistence.”1  
 
          On July 17th of the same year, with Venezuela in the midst of a deepening constitutional 
  
crisis, and with an election looming for a national constituent assembly,2 he expanded his stance 
 
with a lengthy New York Times op-ed.  
 
As a conductor, I have learned that our society, like an orchestra, is formed by a large 
number of people, all of them different and unique, each with his or her own ideas, personal 
convictions and visions of the world. This wonderful diversity means that in politics, as in 
music, no absolute truths exist. In order to thrive as a society (as well as to achieve musical 
excellence), we must create a common frame of reference in which all individuals feel 
included despite their differences, one that minimizes the noise and cacophony of 
disagreement and allows us to fine-tune, through plurality and diverging points of view.3 
 
 
As Maduro threatened autocratic rule, Dudamel made a case for democracy using the 
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orchestra as his metaphor, pleading with his fellow countrymen that “all Venezuelan citizens 
have a duty to do what we can to reverse the current situation [ . . .] and defend [ . . . ] democratic 
values,” and further arguing that “the only legitimate path to victory is through the ballot box and 
respect for the rule of the law.”4  
For several years, El Sistema has been one of the few outwardly positive symbols of an 
otherwise increasingly oppressive and abusive Venezuelan government. In the face of a public 
excoriation from Dudamel, its global figurehead, Nicolás Maduro promptly responded by 
cancelling two international tours for the Symphony; the first was planned for the United States 
in August 2017, the second for Asia in October 2017. Thus Dudamel’s stated fear, that El 
Sistema (as symbolized here by its flagship ensemble) would suffer in the face of direct criticism 
of Maduro’s government, did in fact come to pass in an acute and decisive way.  
Prior to this involvement, Dudamel had long been roundly criticized for remaining 
relatively silent in the face of mounting abuses in his native land, as he sought to balance the 
needs and future of the very program that set him on his super-star trajectory with the blatant 
injustices playing out on the world stage. 5 In the fall of 2015, the Los Angeles Philharmonic and 
the Simón Bolívar Symphony Orchestra of Venezuela (Dudamel’s two “musical families”) 
united for a series celebrating the Beethoven symphonies, culminating in a performance of the 
Ninth that combined the forces of the two ensembles. Correctly predicting protests and outcry for 
his political non-stance, Dudamel took to the pages of the Los Angeles Times in advance of the 
concerts to defend his reticence. “I am neither a politician nor an activist. Although I am aware 
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that even something as benign as conducting an orchestra may have deep political ramifications, 
I will not publicly take a political position or align myself with one point of view or one party in 
Venezuela or in the United States.”6 He continued: 
I am the product of El Sistema, the government-financed music education program started in 
1975 by my mentor, José Antonio Abreu. It provides free classical music training for 
Venezuela's children while promoting human dignity, opportunity and development. It is 
important to note that every Venezuelan government since 1975 has supported El Sistema, 
and that the current [Maduro] government has increased the program's reach in the last three 
years [ . . . ] Everything that I am and everything that I have achieved is a direct result of my 
participation in El Sistema and the steadfast mentoring of Maestro Abreu. El Sistema instilled 
in me what I stand for today: equality, fairness and opportunity.7 
 
 
As he notes, then, the precarious relationship between the volatile politics of Venezuela 
and Dudamel’s musical and social goals are further complicated by his personal indebtedness to 
El Sistema and therefore to the government that supports it. His reticence to speak out against his 
own government was essentially a way of “playing the long game,” ensuring El Sistema’s 
survival across an ever-changing political landscape.  For Dudamel, it seemed, the breaking point 
was triggered not by the election of a particular leader or party, but the rather by the breakdown 
of the democratic process itself. “I am not looking to take sides. I am willing to take a stand. For 
me it is about the values and processes that choose our political leadership, not who that leader is 
ultimately.”8  His confidence in finally taking a firm stance against Maduro might also have 
stemmed from his being nearly ten years at the helm of an orchestra that has wholeheartedly 
embraced his dedication to El Sistema and the philosophies therein. After a scouting trip to 
Caracas while pursuing Dudamel as potential Music Director for the Philarmonic, the then-CEO 
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and President of the orchestra Deborah Borda, put it as follows upon witnessing El Sistema in 
action: “When I left Caracas that first time . . . I thought, well, I might not be able to persuade 
Gustavo Dudamel to come to Los Angeles, but no matter what, I will bring this back. We will do 
this in America.”9 History shows that she did, of course, persuade the young conductor to come 
to Los Angeles, and true to the sentiment expressed here and at the insistence of Dudamel 
himself, she and the organization she led embraced El Sistema and its orchestra-as-community 
enterprise as a new and vital philosophical direction for the Philharmonic from the moment he 
was hired.    
In a 2015 essay for Musical America, Leon Botstein speaks to the fraught position of 
seminal musicians who, through their fame, are asked to take a position on controversial 
governments and policies in their home countries.10 Thus Valery Gergiev faced protest at the 
opening night of the Metropolitan Opera in 2013 for his support of (or silence in the face of) the 
xenophobic and homophobic regime of Vladimir Putin, while Daniel Barenboim is 
simultaneously revered and taken to task in Israel, where he is deeply admired as a musician but 
scorned for supporting the Palestinian cause.11 Likewise, Dudamel’s self-description as the 
“benign orchestra conductor” is either deeply naïve or, more likely, purposefully obtuse, as he 
attempts to balance the future of the organization he represents (El Sistema) with the 
reprehensible actions of the government that supports it.  
As Botstein notes, José Antonio Abreu was “a brilliant academic and musician and, 
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above all, a superlative and idealistic politician.”12 Thanks in large part to Abreu’s machinations, 
Gustavo Dudamel enjoys the type of fame in Venezuela that most people would associate with a 
rock star or prized athlete, a truly extraordinary position for a classical musician. When the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic went to Venezuela on tour in 2012, one of its musicians recalled an 
encounter: 
People began lining up at 4AM . . . to buy $8 tickets, which were quickly sold out for the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic Concerts . . . Ethan Mearman, a Philharmonic French Horn player, 
recounted an exchange he had heard: “Oh, is this the line for Mahler tickets?” a man asked? 
“No, this is the line for Gustavo,” a woman replied.13 
 
 
 Many of Abreu’s political machinations were especially calculated to present the image 
of being above politics (see Chapter III). But for Dudamel, a much more visible icon, any 
attempt to skate beneath the surface is an exercise in futility. On her scouting trip mentioned 
above, Deborah Borda, like her star conductor, skirted the political question when asked about 
the controversial policies of then-President Hugo Chavez. “We’re here because of an 
inspirational and philosophical and social movement . . . We feel deeply convinced that we want 
to be a part of it. This is not a political trip. This is a musical and social trip.”14  
As protesters in the United States ask Dudamel (and Gergiev) to answer to their 
countries’ politics, Botstein poses an important question.  
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Where is the outrage at the deafening silence among our own classical musicians of 
prominence, concerning the shortcomings of our politics and government or on behalf of 
causes related to this country’s predicaments? Where in the United States are the leaders in 
the classical music establishment pioneering and developing programs of arts education that 
are more than decorative “outreach” efforts, that are instead systemic collaborations with 
schools and other institutions on behalf of the least-well-served populations in the United 
States?[ . . . ] We should call on our fellow musicians to speak and work, as musicians, in the 
public sphere on the tough task of advancing the causes of good government, social justice, 
and individual liberty—the core values of democracy.”15  
The remainder of this chapter will attempt to answer Botstein’s question: how can the 
living, breathing, symphonic organism advocate for and advance the core values of democracy in 
cities that they call home? How can Fleischman’s “community of musicians” further the very 
communities in which they perform? By embracing and translating the social and educational 
philosophies of El Sistema, by demanding radical diversity and unprecedented inclusiveness for 
its members and its audiences, by rejecting tradition for tradition’s sake, and by existing under 
the philosophical umbrella of cultural democracy—inclusive access to the means of cultural 
production—orchestras can create a vibrant and sustainable model for symphonic music in the 
twenty-first century. To paraphrase Abreu himself, orchestras cannot ask society to serve their 
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El Sistema Comes to the United States 
TED,17 the global nonprofit dedicated to “spreading ideas” across disciplines, presents an 
annual $100,000 award to a leader with a “creative, bold wish to spark global change.”18 In 2009, 
that leader was José Antonio Abreu, whose wish was to “create and document a special training 
program for fifty gifted young musicians, passionate for both their art and for social justice, and 
dedicated to developing El Sistema in the United States and other countries.”19 Abreu framed his 
wish against his Venezuelan successes, contrasting classical music in the United States with its 
position in South America, where, he claimed, “art . . . is no longer a monopoly of elites . . . it 
has become a social right, a right for all people.”20 
Mark Churchill, then Dean of Preparatory and Continuing Education at the New England 
Conservatory of Music (NEC), marveled at the reversal. “What’s so fascinating is that in 
Venezuela, they are doing it the other way around. The culture is being introduced from the 
lower economic strata. It has become the hallmark of the lower classes, and the middle and upper 
class kids who participate are the minority.21 Clive Gillinson, Executive and Artistic Director of 
Carnegie Hall, echoed Churchill.  
Almost all of us who are involved in music education think of the top-down approach—you 
find the right teachers, identify talent, etc. For me, effectively, this has been a bottom-up 
process, with a small number of people who wanted to make music together and helped other 
people do it. It’s amazing, and almost counter-intuitive, the way it has grown up out of 
passion, not out of particular skills or talent. And now that it has grown exponentially, all of 
that has reached a point where skill level is very high, and these players become impassioned 
	
17 TED is a nonprofit organization founded in 1984, originally dedicated to spreading ideas related to technology, 
entertainment, and design (TED), but now covering topics across many disciplines. 
 
18 TED website, online at https://www.ted.com/participate/ted-prize.  
 
19 Abreu, “TED wish.”   
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ambassadors for the next generation.22  
 
 
In searching for an American home for the Venezuelan program, NEC emerged as a 
natural partner. Abreu had received an honorary degree from the Conservatory in 2002; and 
NEC’s preparatory orchestra had a deep relationship with the Simón Bolívar Youth Orchestra of 
Venezuela, each having performed for and collaborated with the other in its home country.  In 
2008, Tony Woodcock (NEC president) and Mark Churchill led a group of Boston-based music 
educators and government, arts, and community officials to Venezuela to study the program and 
brainstorm for ways that it might be replicated in the United States. From that trip, NEC became 
part of a national network of organizations and music educators under the umbrella of El Sistema 
USA, an organization whose mission is to support and grow a nationwide movement of 
programs inspired by El Sistema to effect social change through music for children with the 
fewest resources and the greatest need.”23 
The official relationship between NEC and El Sistema, cemented by Abreu’s TED wish, 
came in the form of the Abreu Fellows Program, launched in October, 2009. The Abreu Fellows 
Program, later called the Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory, was a one-
year, postgraduate fellowship for musicians and music educators to learn the core philosophical 
and musical principles behind El Sistema, with the goal being that, upon completion, the Fellows 
would bring El Sistema’s ideas, techniques, and philosophies to newly-formed groups across the 
country. In addition to the money that Abreu’s TED prize brought, the NEC invested an 
additional $425,000 to fund the first five years of fellowships, and became the official home of 
	
22 Clive Gillinson quoted in Waleson, “Southern Youthquake,” 29.	
 




El Sistema USA.24   
Yet less than two years later, NEC announced its plans to cut ties with El Sistema USA, 
citing rising costs associated with the program’s expansion. For NEC President Tony Woodcock, 
El Sistema USA “never really functioned as an organization. Emotionally, it sounds really 
exciting, but what does it mean?”25 While the NEC stood by its commitment to fund fifty fellows 
over five years, the cost of running a service organization designed to create a nationwide, 
cohesive agenda was simply straying too far from its mission as an institution of higher music 
education. “NEC has always had a commitment to train new leaders through the Abreu Fellows. 
It is something very different to say, let’s start a national service organization.”26 Moreover, 
Joseph Polisi, President of The Juilliard School, echoed this sentiment. “The core mission of any 
institution has to be protected. I’m sure all parties would have wished for a different 
conclusion.”27  
Richard Kessler, then Executive Director of New York City’s Center for Arts Education 
(and current Executive Dean for the Performing Arts at The New School and Dean of Mannes 
College of Music), was succinct in his own assessment:  
El Sistema as it is in Venezuela will never happen in the United States. It’s not possible . . . 
It’s not possible for the program to be embraced by the social service and child welfare 
agencies, and to be connected to a national health care system that does not exist. Our 
government does not fund the arts on that kind of level, on that sort of basis.28  
	
24 Geoff Edgers, “New Movement for Conservatory,” The Boston Globe¸ October 23, 2009, online at http://archive. 
boston.com/ae/music/articles/2009/10/23/famed_venezuelan_music_education_program_adopted/?page=2.  
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26 Edgers, “Sour Note for Music Program,” The Boston Globe, January 3, 2011, online at http://archive.boston.com/ 
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Despite a high profile figurehead (Dudamel), support from one of the top conservatories 
in the country, and with popular backing in the press and media, El Sistema USA sputtered to a 
stop nearly as soon as it had begun at NEC. Abreu’s wish for a “new era in the teaching of 
music,” in which the “social, communal and spiritual aims of the child and the adolescent 
become a beacon and a goal for a vast social mission,”29 in many ways lies in direct conflict with 
the very modus operandi for an elite conservatory, whose aim is to teach the very best, most 
highly-trained players, in preparation for performance on the world’s elite concert stages.30 And 
as Richard Kessler notes, any model for El Sistema in the United States simply cannot look like 
the one funded by Venezuela’s socialist government because any administration, Republican or 
Democrat, simply will not provide that level of all-encompassing arts funding.   
In part, this dissertation has examined the symphony orchestra and community, 
particularly as manifested by the examples of the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the Philadelphia 
Orchestra. We have also looked at an attempt by a leading conservatory (NEC) to model a 
program after El Sistema. It is now time to step back to examine the larger problems—of 
inclusion, of education, and on a larger level, of social justice—that have caused orchestras and 
conservatories to be cut off from the very citizens of the cities that support them. 
 One wonders whether part of the downfall of the Sistema program at NEC can be 
blamed on the difficulty in reconciling the goals of modern conservatory training with the 
	
29 Abreu, “TED Wish.”   
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fellowship’s social values. Leon Botstein points out that conservatory education in the earlier 
twentieth-century was informed by a much more humanistic ethos. 
 
The basic notion was that no matter one’s specialization, every undergraduate should have a 
general education . . . based on a canon of texts and ideas. General education was seen as 
equipping the citizen and enabling him or her to function in a democratic culture beyond the 
specific frame of any profession or specialized knowledge.31 
 
 
Although extraordinary focus on technical proficiency shapes highly skilled musicians, it 
does so at a cost to their perspective on the world outside their own very narrow focus. As 
Botstein notes, “the challenge facing conservatories is whether the training they give musicians 
enables these exemplary graduates to create and reach an audience.”32 So a program like El 
Sistema, which asks the classical music world to dramatically reconceive the nature of both a 
symphony orchestra and its audience, is fundamentally at odds with the traditional conservatory 
model, where students are receiving a nineteenth-century mode of training for a twenty-first 
century audience. While the NEC never made a commitment to the fellowships beyond five 
years, one wonders whether the program’s inability to flourish there after that period is due to 
this very disconnect, and whether a more humanistic approach to conservatory education might 
have allowed for a happier marriage, with each participant informing the practice of the other.33   
  
* * * * * 
 
   
On August 24, 2017, Jesse Rosen, President and CEO of the League of American Orchestras, 
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posted the following on that organization’s website:  
 
Our best judgement now, as we observe the trends and forces at play in America, is that 
orchestra’s long-term artistic and institutional health and their capacity to deliver their full 
potential service to communities, will depend on their engaging fully with the opportunities 
inherent in an ardent and sustained commitment to diversity, equity, and inclusion. . . 
Organizations must do the hard work of examining their own behaviors and values and 
consider that barriers to diversity and inclusion may lie within.34 
 
 
 One of the most visible ways that orchestras grappled with diversity and inclusion in the 
twentieth century was manifest as musicians sought gender parity.  In 1971, Zubin Mehta, then 
conductor of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, stated in an interview with The New York Times that 
“I just don’t think that women should be in an orchestra.”35 At that time, there were four women 
in the New York Philharmonic, the first having joined in 1966. The Berlin Philharmonic didn’t 
bring a woman into its ranks until 1983, the Vienna Philharmonic not until 1997. Yet orchestras 
in the United States now offer a much brighter picture. Onstage at Geffen Hall, women now sit 
in more than half of the seats. (Not so in Europe, where in 2007 women still accounted for only 
14% and 2% of the Berlin and Vienna orchestras, and in 2018, even today, just 15% and 11%, 
respectively.)  
Much of this change should be credited to the impact of blind auditions in the selection 
process, a system put in place as an attempt to correct obvious hiring biases. Similar to double-
blind refereeing in academic journals, blind auditions, which became mainstream in the United 
States in the early nineteen-eighties, place the musician behind a screen for all but the final 
round. At least to some extent, then, they helped to democratize the audition process at a time 
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when the percentage of women in the labor force was increasing rapidly, thus allowing 
orchestras to better reflect the pool of conservatory graduates.36 
The effect that blind auditions has had on the number of women represented on the 
orchestral stage is profound. The screen increases the probability that a woman will advance 
from preliminary rounds by fifty percent, and increases several fold the chances that a woman 
will be selected in a final round. Blind auditions account for a thirty-percent increase in the 
proportion of new female hires between 1970 and 1996.37  
While the diversity of women in American orchestras has increased to a point that nears 
parity, black and Latino musicians continue to face obstacles on the path to a seat at the 
orchestral table. And while women have made strides thanks to the fair(er) hiring practices 
encouraged by blind auditions, deeply-rooted, historic systems of inequality and a dangerously 
segregated public education system continue to ensure that those musicians who would bring 
racial diversity to the stage rarely have the chance to do so.  
Since 1982, the National Endowment for the Arts has conducted its “Survey of Public 
Participation in the Arts,” which tracks the various ways that adults interact with, consume, and 
create art. The most recent survey spans the period from 2002 to 2012, and found that the 
likelihood of attending a “benchmark”38 arts activity was strongly correlated with education level 
and family income (which of course are both strongly correlated statistics in turn).39 While arts 
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administrators wring their hands over the “greying of the audience,” it turns out that arts 
education is perhaps the very best predictor (and far more important than age) of both arts 
attendance and creation (performance) later in life. In fact, “arts education seems to act as a 
‘leveler’”—in effect, reducing the potential impacts of socioeconomic status, including such 
variables as education and income.40 Adults who took childhood classes in at least one art form 
were fifty percent more likely to attend benchmark events, compared with those who took no 
classes at all.  
 Racial disparity on the concert stage, then, has its roots in the long-term decline in 
funding for arts-education, combined with the wide abyss separating the socioeconomic positions 
of those who are most likely to receive arts education and those who are not. The probability of 
poverty in schools with high concentrations of black and Latino students is nearly six times as 
high when compared to schools that have a high population of white students.41 In addition, 
“Hispanic students are severely underrepresented in high school music ensembles, and the 
majority of all students who participated in music ensembles attend suburban schools.”42 Scholars 
and policy-makers have begun to direct their attention to the “opportunity gap as a catalyst for the 
achievement (visibility?) gap.” Less affluent students are more likely to attend schools where the 
positions of full-time arts educators have been eliminated and whose families are least likely to have the 
resources to pay for out-of-school arts instruction.43 The impact of blind auditions has no importance 
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to minority populations as long as systemic inequality has denied them the equal opportunity to 
choose the path that might lead them to auditions in the first place.  DeLorenzo argues that 
“ignoring identity is tantamount to rendering a child invisible.”44 As evidenced on stage, in the 
United States’ largest orchestras, where just 1.2% and 1.6% of musicians are African American 
and Latino, respectively,45 the exclusion of access to classical music has rendered minority 
populations invisible to the orchestral world.  
While the art “product” is often held up as an escape from, an antidote to, and a reflection 
of a world apart from the more worldly struggles of everyday life, the access to the means of 
production is a stark issue of social justice. Randall Everett Allsup and Eric Shieh eloquently 
summarize the dilemma:  
 
Maybe the problems you see (in schools) do not seem to have much to do with music. In 
spirit of sober advice and practicality, there is more to add to the list of “things that are not 
under my control.” A decade of war, a pervasive mistrust of immigrants and nonwhite 
communities, tremendous gaps in wealth and opportunity, increasing rates of poverty and 
dislocation, and an unemployment crisis that seems never-ending. For many of us, the heavy 
toll of budget cuts on children in the United States and the schools they attend also feels “not 
in my control; likewise the baffling prioritization of high-stakes testing over school arts 
programs. We are, after all, music educators. We are not—the rationalizing goes—the great 
civil rights leaders of our day, or wealthy philanthropists, or prize-winning economists.”46 
 
 
Yet cuts in the arts are in fact “ways in which people are effectively dehumanized, 
because they are not represented or given voice in a particular space, or they are excluded 
altogether.”47 Allsup and Shieh also make the very important point that music education is, in 
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fact, a two-way street. In the discussion and literature surrounding both El Sistema and arts 
education more generally, the rhetoric can swing into dangerous territory, with words like 
“rescue,” save,” and “improve” being used in relation to access to the arts for historically 
underserved populations, implying that these groups do in fact need rescuing, saving, and 
improvement.48 Yet music is always defined and informed by its practitioners. “Students are not 
in our classes only to learn musical skills or established traditions from us; they are in our classes 
to shape musical and social traditions that live and breathe and transform the world in which we 
live.”49 
The problematic “improvement rhetoric” eschewed by Alsup and Shieh recalls the 
juxtaposition of democratization of culture and cultural democracy in the literature about 
cultural policy. The latter implies that the arts are employed for their “civilizing value,” and 
relies on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “cultural capital,” wherein groups employ “taste” in order 
to assert class superiority.50 Mark Stern and Susan Seifert point out that “much of the current 
[problematic] discussion of culture in the education system builds on [the] faith that culture has 
an edifying impact on individuals, and that the aggregation of these individual effects could lead 
to social outcome.”51  
The idea of the performer (or audience, or casual listener) shaping musical and social 
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traditions is instead an instance of cultural democracy: “non-hierarchical, decentralized, and 
collaborative [performance] between interdependent public, private and civic actors alike.”52 
Cultural democracy implies that giving a voice to disenfranchised social groups (here minority 
students in public schools) is in fact a means of expanding democracy’s influence. With respect 
to the orchestra, finding a way to incorporate a more diverse, representative set of voices, ensures 
that the symphony is not a cultural object inserted into the public space (top-down), but is rather 
an organic, community-driven enterprise whose music speaks to and is expanded by the histories 
of a diverse set of perspectives.  
This chapter touched upon the failure of El Sistema USA—an organization rooted in the 
fundamental belief that artistic excellence exists within social equity—to thrive at an institution 
that lionizes the talents of the individual. Symphony orchestras exist in urban centers where 
social, racial, and economic inequality is a perpetual fact of existence. Yet culture, represented in 
this study by the symphony orchestra, has the capacity to “build bridges across the divides of 
geography, ethnicity, and social class.”53 Recognizing that there is a community both within the 
orchestra (of violins and bassoons, of conductors and timpanists, of trombones and flutes) and 
without (the supporting administration and economy that allows the orchestra to make music) 
provides a framework for building and supporting a creative culture from the bottom up. By 
creating access to the arts at a basic level, cultural and educational institutions not only create a 
richer, more relevant artistic product, but also enable diverse voices heretofore silenced to speak.  
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There is a societal obligation to ensure that what has come to be regarded as the best of its 
cultural accomplishments should be passed on from one generation to the next and that a 
democratic culture would seek to provide opportunities for artistic participation by as large a 
number of people and in many different ways as feasible.54  
 
 
A symphony orchestra can mirror America’s diversity, not reflect inequity. The United 
States and Venezuela face vastly different human and governmental struggles, and El Sistema is 
not, therefore, easily replicable in the United States (as evidenced by the early struggles of El 
Sistema USA.) That said, its underlying philosophies present an extraordinary framework from 
which American orchestras can reconceive their mission and their place in the twenty-first 
century. Chapter Five will look at ways in which the modern American orchestras grapple with 
issues of race and inequality, and returns once more to the counterpoint of Los Angeles and 
Philadelphia, and their engagement with the “radical inclusion” of the El Sistema philosophy. 
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THE SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA  
AND THE OPPORTUNITY  
FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE, II  
 
 
 “Orchestras simply must 
     reflect their community.  





 In July 2017, New York’s Mayor Bill de Blasio introduced a plan to correlate city 
funding of museums and arts institutions with the diversity of their employees and board 
members, with the ultimate goal being to work toward a “cultural sector that is fairer, more 
equitable and looks like the city it serves.”2 De Blasio cited “the assumption among many New 
Yorkers about where they belong and where they don’t belong,” and a desire for the city’s 
cultural institutions to not only welcome but rather to seek out patrons from historically-excluded 
populations.  A 2017 report from the city’s Independent Budget Office outlines a stark economic 
disparity that, while it is particularly striking in New York, reflects a larger disconnect in cities 
nationwide. In 2014, the bottom fifty percent of wage earners took home just 5.6 percent of the 
city’s income (a drop from a similar survey six years earlier), while the top one-tenth of one 
percent earned nearly 24 percent (an increase from previous years.)3 Cultural patronage is drawn 
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almost exclusively from that top (largely white, highly educated) economic tier, and as a result, 
the funded institutions tend to reflect the socio-economic and racial makeup—as well as the 
cultural preferences and habits—of those that support them financially, rather than the diverse 
communities that surround them physically. This economic polarity, illustrated here by New 
York City, and the corresponding polarity in race and representation it engenders in the arts, hold 
dire consequences for artistic, financial, and social future of symphony orchestras in the United 
States. 
Whereas Chapter Four outlined this disparity by pointing out systemic inequalities in 
early access to the arts, Chapter Five picks up the concept of cultural democracy by showing 
how those gaps in access create homogeneity on the orchestral concert stage. It then returns to 
the themes of social justice that form the roots of El Sistema, and looks at the various ways in 
which those themes appear throughout the current orchestral landscape. Finally, it concludes by 
returning to Los Angeles and Philadelphia, and looks at how those two ensembles have adopted 
the mantle of social justice and community coalition to shift the paradigm of what an American 
orchestra can be in the twenty-first century.  
 
 
Race and Representation on the Concert Stage 
 
In June of 1993, the American Symphony Orchestra League4 convened a task force of 
one hundred fifty-six music industry professionals to parse successes, perils, strengths, and 
fragilities of the American orchestra as it was poised to enter the twenty-first century.5  The 
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problems they outline in their final report, “Americanizing the American Orchestra,” bear 
striking resemblance to those laid forth in these pages, and is an almost-direct echo of the 
cultural object’s “otherness” mentioned by de Blasio at the onset of this chapter.  
In the face of shifting community needs and cultural agendas, orchestras are finding that their 
current missions and programs lack meaning for many people. Larger numbers of citizens see 
the orchestra in their community as a benefit to “other people,” not themselves, and the 
repertoire as representing “other people’s music.”6  
 
 
This breach between the orchestra and the larger public is at its essence an issue of race 
and representation. As the task force noted in 1993, “orchestras that do not embrace the cultural 
and racial diversity of America’s citizens will miss opportunities and run the risk of becoming 
increasingly isolated from the social, political, and economic realities of American society.”7 
Perhaps the best case study of an American orchestra’s relationship to its city’s demographics is 
found in Detroit, Michigan. There, dramatically shifting economic realities and an almost 
complete reversal of its racial makeup in a mere fifty-year time span had major consequences for 
the orchestra.8 Figure 5.1 (below) illustrates the extraordinary transformation of Detroit’s 
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Force for the American Orchestra, an Initiative for Change (Washington, DC: American Symphony Orchestra 
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8 The Detroit Symphony, the fourth oldest orchestra in the United States, performed in the Detroit Opera House 
from its founding in 1887 until the completion of Orchestra Hall in 1919. After the Great Depression, they moved 











1950 83.6 9.2 
1960 70.8 28.9 
1970 55.5 43.7 
1980 34.4 63.1 
1990 21.6 77.7 
2000 12.2 81.5 
2010 10.6 82.7 
2017 13.6 79.7 
 
At the height of the automobile industry’s command of the American economy, the city 
was enormously prosperous, and its population reflected the largely white, highly-educated 
executive class that by and large made up the supporting structure (patronage, audience, 
administration) of the Detroit Symphony. Then Detroit, like many cities in the country, fell into a 
period of dramatic social upheaval in the 1960s and 1970s. As the wealthy white population 
moved to the suburbs, the African-American population grew in proportion, leading to tension 
between the city’s old guard and its increasing African-American majority. That population 
sought recourse from and recognition for decades of entrenched discrimination and mistreatment, 
from “policing, housing, employment, spatial segregation within the city, mistreatment by 
merchants, too few recreation facilities, poor quality education, access to medical services and 
the poverty index in the city of Detroit.”10 This was the context for the explosive race “rebellion” 
that consumed the city for five days beginning on July 23, 1967, and that left a desolate tally at 
its conclusion: forty-three deaths, 1,189 injuries, 7,321 arrests, 2,509 businesses damaged, and 
	
9 All figures drawn from the U.S. Census. The 2017 numbers are the most recent estimate available from that same 
source; www.census.gov.  
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388 families left homeless.11   
Twenty years later, in 1987, the urban portrait remained bleak:  
“In many ways, conditions are worse than they were 20 years ago,” said the Rev. Charles 
Butler, whose congregation includes Mayor Coleman Young. “The gap between blacks and 
whites has widened. Unemployment is higher. There is less availability of jobs. There are far 
more broken-up families. Housing is, in many instances, less accessible.”12  
 
 
Two years later, in 1989, the systemic suppression of black voices in Detroit came to 
have a profound effect on its symphony orchestra and, by extension, the symphonic world in the 
United States more generally. It was then, right after the Symphony had moved back into its 
newly restored Orchestra Hall, that state legislators withheld $1.3 million dollars from the 
ensemble and audiences threatened to boycott and picket concerts if the orchestra did not hire 
more black musicians.13 The legislative action was a direct result of the indignities and inequity 
suffered by the symphony’s immediate urban community. Debora Borda, then the Executive 
Director of the Detroit Symphony, said of the conflict at the time, “It’s healthy to think about this 
[. . . ] this is not an institution of the 18th century. The symphony world is changing.”14  
 But of course the reality of such legislation, and the orchestra’s resulting response, is 
extremely complicated. The immediate effect was that the Detroit Symphony hired its first black 
musician in fourteen years, the bassist Richard Robinson, who had been a frequent substitute 
	
11 Wendell Anthony, “Don’t Be Afraid to Reflect on the Unrest of 1967,” Detroit Free Press, May 4, 2017, online at 
https://www.freep.com/story/opinion/contributors/2017/05/04/detroit-riot-1967-aniversary/101292236/.  These five 
days have traditionally been referred to as race riots in both the media and history books. However, in the wake of 
the fiftieth anniversary of the unrest, there is a movement to change the terminology to reflect the unrest’s origin as 
an uprising against systemic mistreatment, rather than as a “violent disturbance of the peace.” 
 
12 Bill Peterson, “20 Years After Riots, Inequalities Still Burden Detroit’s Blacks,” The Washington Post, July 28, 
1987, online at https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1987/07/28/20-years-after-riots-inequalities-still-
burden-detroits-blacks/1c0c1138-4584-4628-9620-d3c8e04eb5c3/?utm_term=.a447d7fa5c52.  
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with the ensemble. Robinson, who had the unanimous support of the bass section,15 was himself 
disappointed with the way that his new role came to be. “I would rather have auditioned like 
everyone else . . . Somehow this devalues the audition and worth of every player.”16 The black 
conductor James DePriest, when offered Detroit’s music directorship, cited Robinson’s 
appointment as the very reason why he couldn’t accept. “It’s impossible for me to go to Detroit 
now because of the atmosphere. People mean well, but you fight for years to make race 
irrelevant, and now they are making race an issue.”17  
        While both musicians speak to their desire for recognition of talent above “politics,” the 
reality is that race is an issue.18 As noted in Chapter Four, when, thanks to a systemic breach in 
access to opportunity, citizens are denied a pathway to a success at the highest levels of 
orchestral practice, the chance for “blindness” has been stymied from the outset.  Until that is 
remedied at the larger, societal level, it becomes the orchestra’s responsibility to attempt to level 
the playing field, and to better balance the innate value of diversity with the reflexive need for 
musical excellence. The Detroit Symphony Orchestra began its own attempt at balancing the oft-
juxtaposed goals when it founded its fellowship program, a platform to “enhance the career 
development of African-American orchestral musicians and the diversity of professional 
orchestras.”19 In the words of Anne Parsons, the Detroit Symphony’s President and CEO:  
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The Detroit fellowships were born beneath complex layers of conflict and contradiction 
around professional standards, orchestra finances, public funding and accountability, political 
pressure, demographic upheaval, the merits and limits of blind auditions, the meaning of 
excellence, and the place for education and talent in an organization designed to produce 
concerts, not train musicians. Race was a thread through all these layers, not the only one.20 
 
 
In order to include its community, the orchestra must at some level reflect its community. 
According to Parsons, the only way to do that is to make diversity a “core value of the 
orchestra’s program so it is not out there on the margins. It needs to be owned by the musicians 
and supported by the board and staff.”21 Parsons says that the goal of the fellowships, ultimately 
born from the civil unrest in 1967, is to “give the audience a different perspective on who and 
what we are if we represent ourselves differently onstage. We know the audience won’t change if 
we don’t.”22 
        This idea that “the audience won’t change if we don’t”—that a community won’t be 
receptive to an institution if it doesn’t see itself in some way reflected therein—speaks to the 
concept of public culture, an extension of the ideas of cultural democracy explored in Chapter 
Four.  “Public culture is not art for art’s sake, nor is it art for politics’ sake. Rather public culture 
seeks to put artistic excellence at the service of the public. The artistic excellence supported 
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The public interest in the arts requires a public culture that is “elitist” in composition and 
“populist” in accessibility. By this, I mean to suggest a public culture that will remain faithful 
to the highest possible standards of artistic excellence while providing the broadest possible 
access to people from different geographic locales, socioeconomic strata, aesthetic 
preferences, and cultural heritages.24  
 
 
In this scenario, the diversity of an audience is dependent on the diversity of the institution itself. 
In order to be successful, inclusion must be organic. The orchestra’s community within must 
reflect the larger community without.  
* * * * * 
As in 1967, the United States in 2016 faced a particularly toxic moment in its racial 
history. The civil uprising that began in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014 with the police killing of 
unarmed Michael Brown, found an echo in Baltimore, when Freddie Gray, a 25-year old 
African-American man who was taken into police custody for possessing an illegal knife, died as 
a result of spinal injuries received while being transported in police custody, the apparent victim 
of a “rough ride.”25 Gray’s death laid bare the long history of tense relations between the city’s 
police force and its majority black residents.   
        And in June 2016, it was this very Baltimore, then in the midst of trials for the Gray case, 
that was the setting for the annual conference of the League of American Orchestras, titled “The 
Richness of Difference.” The conversation at the conference centered around increasing socio-
economic and racial diversity as a means of opening doors to “new perspectives on 
programming, repertoire selection, performance, and dissemination.”26 Marin Alsop opened the 
	
24 Mulcahy, “Public Interest,” 83.  
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gathering with a question that gets to the very root of the false dichotomy that often accompanies 
the conversation around cultural democracy. “We need to ask ourselves whether artistic 
excellence is the ultimate goal. Other things may be more important.”27 This question as to how 
an orchestra ultimately identifies itself, and whether artistic excellence and proactive inclusion 
need be opposed to one another, but might happily coexist, is a fundamental one for the twenty-
first-century orchestra.  
        The Mellon Foundation, today the major funder of orchestras in the United States, has 
prioritized diversity as the most important issue now facing arts organizations by making it the 
cornerstone of all of its performing arts funding. “Grants seek to animate the intersection of 
interests between artists and the public by supporting organizations that are undertaking adaptive 
practices and working to be inclusive in all aspects of artistic and organizational capacity.”28 In 
addition, three of their four grantmaking initiatives are explicitly focused on diversity and 
representation. Those initiatives are further spelled out below.  
• Adaptive Organizational Practices: Recognizing profound technological and 
demographic changes that are affecting the performing arts, the Foundation supports 
organizations that are addressing organizational change, questions of civic value, and 
long-term sustainability. 
• Public Value of the Arts: We support organizations that publicly assert the public value of 
the performing arts through distinctive community bonds. 
	
27 Marin Alsop, quoted in Anne Midgette, “Desperately Seeking Relevance, Orchestras Grapple with Existential 








• Diversity and Inclusion: We aim to assist organizations in building their capacity to serve 
diverse and inclusive communities.29  
        The Mellon grantmaking initiatives approach the goal of increased inclusion from three 
distinct but complimentary angles. By strengthening their adaptive organizational practices, 
performing arts institution create a platform for economic and civic sustainability, from which 
they are better poised to serve diverse communities (diversity and inclusion) while 
simultaneously asserting the innate value of the artistic enterprise (public value of the arts). 






































Figure 5.2 30 
A listing of recent Mellon grantees from the Foundation’s website. 
Organization Purpose 
Sphinx Organizationa Supporting Sound Society: National Orchestral 
Placement and Resource Network 
Jazz at Lincoln Center Supporting Jazz Ecosystem (Broadening Access 
to Jazz) 
International Contemporary Ensemble (ICE) Supporting OpenICE Initiative (Creating free 
concert and activity programming to bring ICE’s 
working process to a wider audience) 
Detroit Symphony Social Progress Initiative (Pathways for musicians 
from underrepresented communities) 
Cincinnati Symphony Fellowship program with Cincinnati College 
Conservatory of Music  
Philadelphia Music School Alliance for Youth 
Artists 
Supporting pathways initiatives for musicians 
from underrepresented communities  
Los Angeles Philharmonic YOLA Institute and Centennial Scholarsb 
League of American Orchestras Diversity Initiatives 
Baltimore Symphony Academy and Diversity Initiatives 
Dallas Opera Institute for Women Conductors 
 
a. For more on Sphinx, see Footnote 18 in this chapter.  
 
b. YOLA (Youth Orchestra Los Angeles) initiatives will be discussed later in this chapter. 
 
 
        Echoing the Mellon initiative, the MacArthur Foundation 2018 awardees include violinist 
and social justice advocate Vijay Gupta. A member of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Gupta was 
awarded his fellowship for “providing musical enrichment and valuable human connection to the 
homeless, incarcerated, and other under-resourced communities in Los Angeles.”31 These most 
prominent funders of arts and innovation are signaling a clear need for community inclusion 
	








through their funding guidelines and choices of grantees.  
        The willingness on the part of orchestras and foundations to address racial and socio-
economic homogeneity is the important first step. The question of exactly how to go about it 
remains the problem. Chapter Four discussed the impact of blind auditions on the dramatic 
increase of women in the orchestra. However, this commendable shift is contingent upon the fact 
that there is an equal population of women who have the requisite education and opportunity to 
enter the candidate pool in the first place. Notably, the percentage of music directorships 
awarded to women (a decidedly non-blind selection process) remains paltry. A 2014 survey by 
the League of American Orchestras found that the ratio of male to female music directors was 
approximately ten to one, a number that remained unchanged from a similar survey six years 
earlier.32 Susanna Mälkki, Chief Conductor of the Helsinki Philharmonic and Principal Guest 
Conductor of the Los Angeles Philharmonic (the first woman to hold that role, and the third ever 
person in the position, after Simon Rattle and Michael Tilson Thomas), put it bluntly: “Women 
have been conducting for decades. . . they just haven’t been welcome. It’s as simple as that.”33  
 As noted earlier, in 2014, African-American musicians made up just 1.2 percent of large 
orchestras, while Latino musicians accounted for 1.6 percent.34 One solution that orchestras have 
turned to over the years to address the glaring whiteness is fellowships. In 1976, the Music 
Assistance Fund (MAF) was founded to “encourage talented non-white instrumentalists to 
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pursue careers in symphony orchestras.”35 The MAF was a centrally-run program based in New 
York that placed musicians with the New York Philharmonic, the Atlanta and Boston 
Symphonies, the Buffalo Philharmonic, Kansas City Symphony, Los Angeles Chamber 
Orchestra, the National and North Carolina Symphonies, the Pittsburgh and St. Louis Orchestras, 
and the Rochester Philharmonic. Though the program hosted twenty-nine fellows over its sixteen 
years of operation,36  the placements were most often for just one year, without the ultimate goal 
of permanent positions. One year after the MAF was founded, Donal Henahan wrote of a 
“cultural apartheid” in the orchestral world.  
It is well to remember that our great artistic establishments no longer are solely supported by 
the wealthy classes, and no longer are their private preserves. In one form or another, 
governments now contribute a sizable share to every arts institution: even private 
contributions are tax deductible and hence are borne to some extent by all taxpayers whether 
they know it or not. Why, then is the rapidly hardening line between whites and blacks in the 




 Henahan recalls here the need for a public culture in which artistic excellence is put at the 
service of an extensive and inclusive community. “The artistic excellence supported should 
reflect the diversity of cultures in the American heritage and the public served should be both 
from the arts community and from the general community.”38 But with the transient model 
presented by the MAF, without a defined pathway to a permanent placement, there is always a 
sense of the “Fellow” as a token representative. The program allows the orchestra to present a 
public commitment to increasing diversity, but doesn’t require a truly integrative shift in the 
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status quo. A recent analysis of diversity policies in the Harvard Business Review shows that 
“the diversity defense often succeeds in making organizations less accountable for 
discriminatory practices . . . Currently, diversity initiatives’ strongest accomplishment may 
actually be protecting the organization from litigations—not protecting the interests of 
underrepresented groups.”39 In this case, a fellowship program shows a defined effort by the 
orchestra to represent a more diverse group of musicians, but not to undergo a truly fundamental 
change.  
 Several fellows interviewed for a recent League of American Orchestras study 
understood their presence to be a boon to the orchestra’s public image. “The goal of the program 
is to get more culture into the orchestra. The point [for the institution] is sort of to have me show 
my face.”40 “I was treated definitely as a fellow—not as a fellow musician.”41 Fellows frequently 
perform in outreach and community concerts, not on subscription series, which only serves to 
underscore the “face value” that the fellows provide for the orchestra.  
        Fellows also described themselves as having grown up in families with a musical 
background, attended schools with good music programs, received crucial community support, 
and having matriculated at top conservatories.42 Yet owing to the long-term ingrained biases that 
limit access at the most basic level, these musicians are the rare exception. But what about the 
musicians who don’t fit this paradigm? If there is not a pipeline infrastructure where diverse 
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cultures are culturally included at the outset (see Chapter Four), how can orchestras create a 
sustainable model?  
 Anne Parsons (Detroit) suggests that the desire for diversity needs to be fully aligned 
with the very mission of the orchestra. “Fellowship programs must be integrated into the very 
core of the orchestra’s program so it is not out there on the margins. It needs to be owned by the 
musicians and supported by the board and the staff.”43 To that end, Detroit has made it a priority 
both to work towards permanent placements for their fellows and to make diversity an important 
goal for the organization as a whole.  
MISSION: The Detroit Symphony Orchestra, a leader in the world of classical music, 
embraces and inspires individuals, families, and communities through unsurpassed musical 
experiences. VISION: The Detroit Symphony Orchestra is an inclusive and culturally 
relevant community where all people can experience their world through music.44 
 
 
As in Detroit, the Chicago Sinfonietta has placed artistic excellence and community integration as 
equally weighted concepts in their mission:  
The Chicago Sinfonietta is a professional orchestra dedicated to modeling and promoting 
diversity, inclusion, and both racial and cultural equity in the arts through the universal 
language of symphonic music. Our core values are built around being bold and daring in all 
aspects of our work, providing a source of connectivity through music, and ensuring and 
inspiring a continued investment in diversity and inclusion in classical music.45  
 
 
The culture of conservatory training, of auditioning, of classical music performance 
generally, stresses—almost exclusively—perfection over inclusion. The question that these 
orchestras ask, and to which the changing culture of consumption demands an answer is, why 
cannot orchestras be both excellent and speak to the needs of a diverse and dynamic community? 
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How do we define “quality” in orchestral music? Twenty-five years ago, the American Symphony 
Orchestra League asked similar questions:  
 
Orchestras need to think transformationally. Every structure upon which an orchestra is built, 
every assumption about what orchestras should or should not do is confronted and 
questioned. How can orchestras harness their primary activity—making music—to move in 
the direction of playing new and unaccustomed roles? What if orchestras redefined 
themselves, not purely as musical institutions, but as chiefly educational or social service 
endeavors with an artistic mission and a vital community role?46 
 
 
Whereas Chapter Four outlined some of the difficulties of bringing El Sistema’s 
philosophies and practice to the United States, the remainder of Chapter Five addresses the ways 
in which social justice through music can narrow the gap between excellence and access, and 
returns once again to Philadelphia and Los Angeles to examine the ways in which these concepts 
play out in practice.  
 
Excellence and Access  
 
 Any attempt to transplant El Sistema’s philosophies to the United States must deal with 
the obvious. José Antonio Abreu found a way of locating music in a social context such that it 
was adopted as a systemic, basic social right for Venezuelan citizens. In the United States, 
however—owing to the nature of government, geography, educational system, means of funding 
social services, and countless other factors—that is impossible. Ultimately, this is both a 
challenge and a boon. The challenge is that there is not a standard formula, or a nationwide 
systematic approach to how El Sistema’s philosophies might function. The boon lies in the fact 
that local manifestations of El Sistema have the opportunity to be immensely flexible and to 
respond to the unique needs of their communities.47 In this formulation, social justice through 
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music-making—creating pathways to access where they didn’t exist formerly, understanding the 
symphony orchestra as its own entity within a specific socio-ecological landscape—allows the 
orchestra to be uniquely responsive to the needs not only of its own artistic goals, but of 
capabilities and possibilities heretofore untapped in its larger community.  
 Chapter Two referenced the concept of the “creative economy” as a means of urban 
revitalization, and the subsequent evidence that the policy therein only succeeded at widening the 
socio-cultural divide. Sociologists Mark Stern and Susan Seifert suggest a new model: the 
neighborhood-based creative economy. In this conception, public policy looks at creativity not as 
individual genius, but rather as collective activity, where (as in El Sistema, and as in realigned 
symphonic missions offered by Detroit and the Chicago Sinfonietta, above) the whole is better 
than the sum of its parts. “An ecosystem approach to the community cultural sector views the 
connections and flows between agents and resources—their institutional and social networks—as 
more important than individual entities.”48 Here creativity exists within the social organization. 
The work of Howard Becker provides context:   
Whatever the artist, so defined, does not do himself must be done by someone else. The artist 
thus works in the center of a large network of cooperating people, all of whose work is 
essential to the final outcome. Wherever he depends on others, a cooperative link exists. The 
people with whom he cooperates may share in every particular his idea of how their work is 
to be done.49  
 
 
An artist—a symphony orchestra—cannot exist without its supporting ecosystem. By 
broadening and reconceiving that ecosystem, the orchestra has the opportunity to provide a 
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platform on which access and, through it, excellence can coexist. Part of this is creating 
performance opportunities through youth orchestras from a young age, and breaking down the 
barriers to opportunity created by profound economic barriers.  
Economic factors . . . are profound. They are at the heart of the access and cultural issues that 
lead to what is often referred to as the ‘pipeline problem’ that constrains opportunities for 
young African-American and Latino musicians—especially those in low-income 
communities. This begins with limited exposure to classical music. It includes the erosion of 
music education in public schools and the extremely limited availability of out-of-school 
programs, private instruction, and youth music.50  
 
 
By creating a community of performers and consumers, orchestras take advantage of the 
 
ways in which Americans attend performances, thus strengthening the communal-cultural  
 
ecosystem.  In the NEA’s most recent survey on arts participation, there was a strong correlation 
  
between arts attendance and creation. “The report shows that most who engage in these activities 
 
do both. In 2008, 33 percent of adults attended arts events and personally performed or created 
 
art. Only 17 percent participated by attending only; 12 percent participated only by creating or  
 
performing.”51 
         
The model of the creative community allows for orchestras to integrate El Sistema’s  
 
mission of social justice into their core values, and to thrive by so doing. In order to be  
 
successful in this regard, however, they must incorporate the concepts of social inclusion into  
 
their very DNA. 
To succeed on social—and economic—justice grounds, a neighborhood-based creative economy must 
integrate economic opportunity and social inclusion. We need to see people simultaneously as 
workers and citizens, and develop approaches that recognize both.52 
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Los Angeles Again 
This chapter began with a quotation from Marin Alsop: “Orchestras must reflect their 
community. That must be a top priority.”53 By appointing Gustavo Dudamel as its Music 
Director in 2007, the Los Angeles Philharmonic Association made a conscious choice that its 
figurehead, the lynchpin around which the symphonic collective revolves, would reflect the 
city’s overall demographic; he would reflect the community, a city where nearly half the 
population is Latino.54 With Dudamel, a prized musician and a living symbol of El Sistema, the 
Los Angeles Philharmonic has a conductor who represents both artistic excellence and social 
inclusion, and in so doing sets a template for the orchestra as a whole. This was a declaration 
made clear from his very first concert as Music Director. “Dudamel’s insistence on the right of 
all people to have classical music in their lives was a statement of intent made riotously clear 
when he first put Youth Orchestra Los Angeles (YOLA) kids prominently onstage at the 
Hollywood Bowl during his inaugural concert as music director of the L.A. Phil.”55 Upon his 
arrival in Los Angeles, Dudamel brought with him not only star power, charisma, experience, 
and extraordinary commendations from renowned colleagues, but a “promise to invest in the 
region’s social welfare by attempting to replicate in Los Angeles the music educational system 
that had nurtured him as a child.”56 
        YOLA was established at the beginning of Dudamel’s tenure with the Los Angeles 
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Philharmonic in 2007, and is now the most visible and comprehensive manifestation of El 
Sistema outside Venezuela.  
Through Gustavo Dudamel’s Youth Orchestra Los Angeles program—inspired by 
Venezuela’s revolutionary El Sistema—the L.A. Phil and its community partners provide free 
instruments, intensive music training, and academic support to students from underserved 
neighborhoods, empowering them to become vital citizens, leaders, and agents of change.57 
 
 
YOLA now serves nearly one thousand students across four sites. In choosing those sites, 
the Philharmonic opted to work with established social service groups, community arts 
organizations, and schools.58 The Philharmonic has thus created a model for organic growth 
within existing social networks, rather than inserting the artistic product as “colonial” other. It is 
this model of outreach, seamlessly integrated with the larger artistic vision “to perform, present, 
and promote music in its varied forms at the highest level of excellence to a diverse and large 
audience”59 that creates fundamental change. That change is documented in a remarkable 
statistic: in a district where the high school graduation rate hovers at around 50%, out of the 63 
YOLA high school seniors in 2015, 100% graduated, and 97% continued on to college.60 
Music outreach programs create new public spaces, within which young budding artists can 
practice new identities and forge new social relations, defending the place of Western 
classical music within the Sistema movement on the grounds that classical music can now 
claim social relevance by giving voice to those in the margins. This music is no longer used 
to take away power, as in the colonialist days of old, but instead to bestow power.61          
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        In 2018, the Los Angeles Philharmonic announced plans for a permanent, Frank Gehry-
designed home for YOLA in Los Angeles’ Inglewood neighborhood. The Judith and Thomas L. 
Beckman YOLA Center will not only “produce an unprecedented ethnically diverse new 
generation of musicians, but it also promises to be a new model for ways a cultural institution 
can serve a community.”62  In tandem with the YOLA Center, the orchestra also announced the 
L.A. Phil Resident Fellows Program, “creating a pathway to a more diverse and inclusive 
orchestra of tomorrow.”63 The Resident Fellows is a training program for superb, early-career 
orchestral musicians representing historically underserved populations. “As the LA Phil 
imagines the possibilities for its next 100 years, the L.A. Phil Resident Fellowship will help the 
organization build on its historic achievements to create a model of a 21st-century cultural 
institution that both serves and reflects its community.”64  
        The press release announcing the LA Phil Centennial Year outlined a three-part program: 
first, to advance the art form with over fifty commissions;65 second, to “change the face of the 
future of music” by creating a permanent YOLA center and establishing the L.A. Phil Resident 
Fellows Program; and third, to invite “thousands of new listeners into Walt Disney Concert Hall 
through the ‘100 for the 100’ free ticket initiative (10,000 free tickets across 100 concerts, to 
foster new partnerships and reach audiences with limited access to Walt Disney Concert Hall).”66 
	
62 Mark Swed, “L.A. Phil’s New YOLA Center: Why a Youth Concert Hall in Inglewood has Global Implications,” 
LAT, August 15, 2018, online at http://www.latimes.com/entertainment/arts/la-et-cm-yola-center-commentary-
20180815-story.html.   
 
63 Los Angeles Philharmonic Website, online at https://www.laphil.com/about/la-phil/la-phil-resident-fellows/.  
 
64 Los Angeles Philharmonic Website.   
 
65 Notably, those commissions themselves reflect a commitment to diversity, with works from twenty-two women 
and twenty-six composers of color.  
 





When combined, each of these three parts creates a snapshot of the delicate balance between 
access and excellence that the orchestra is pursuing. The first signals a commitment to artistic 
achievement at the highest level by commissioning works that looks forward. The second 
addresses the pipeline, and what the musicians who play this music have the potential to look 
like.67 The third addresses Los Angeles as a whole.   
        Alex Ross called the ascendancy of the Los Angeles Philharmonic “the salient event in 
American orchestral life in the last 25 years,” and believes that its programming and philosophy 
“is so far ahead of any rival, in America or around the world, that it is mainly competing with 
itself.”68 The reason for that ascendancy lies squarely with the orchestra’s effort to become a 
comprehensive, integrated part of its Los Angeles community, and their understanding of music 
as a social service. As Dudamel himself put it: “We cannot be sitting here and expecting people 
to come to us. That is too arrogant. We have to go to the community. We have to change.”69  
Philadelphia Counterpoint 
 
 During the 2018-19 season, while Los Angeles was presenting works by well over fifty 
 living composers, representing twenty-two women and twenty-six composers of color, the 
 Philadelphia Orchestra presented an all-male season, with five works by four living men (three 
 white, one black), no works by women, though with two women conducting the orchestra over 
	
67 In addition to the above, the Los Angeles Philharmonic has also teamed up with the Longy School of Music of 
Bard College to offer a Master of Arts in teaching the El Sistema Method. More on that program online at 
https://longy.edu/social-change-through-music/mat/.  
	
68 Alex Ross, “How the L.A. Phil Can Stay on Top,” The New Yorker, March 23, 2017, online at 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/how-the-l-a-phil-can-stay-on-top-of-the-orchestra-world.  
 
69 Quoted in Michael Cooper, “The Los Angeles Philharmonic Lost its Leader. Can It Stay on Top?,” NYT, June 15, 





 the course of the year.70 So while Philadelphia has a history of artistic innovation—Stokowski  
conducted over two thousand premieres in his lifetime!71—its current iteration looks backward  
more than forward.  
 
        Yet notably, Philadelphia is home to one of first offshoots of El Sistema in the United 
 States, Play On, Philly! In 2011, the orchestra made a commitment to partner with Play On, 
Philly!, but following its bankruptcy in 2012, it pulled out of the agreement, thus ending its 
 
social outreach arm, ending the partnership before it ever got off the ground.  At the time of the  
announced partnership, The Philadelphia Inquirer’s Peter Dobrin wrote that “this pilot program  
is not just about them—it’s about all of us, the long-term health of arts and culture in the city,  
and the proliferation of the art form.”72 Yet the promised machinations around pension and  
salaries—its divisive break with its internal community of musicians—only caused to further  
distance it from the city’s community at large.73 
 
        In 2016, the Philadelphia Orchestra announced a new outreach initiative, HEAR, a four- 
 
pronged approach to community integration that breaks down as follows:  
Health: HEAR heals our city through musical experiences that provide hope and inspiration for 
those experiencing trauma such as homelessness, incarceration, and health crises.  
Education: HEAR transforms the lives of young Philadelphians through music, providing 
immersive educational experiences for K-12 students and developing the next generation of 
music-makers.  
Access: HEAR welcomes the entire community—including people of every age and from all 
walks of life—to engage actively with The Philadelphia Orchestra.  
Research: HEAR engages in ongoing research to better understand and serve Philadelphia’s 
	
70 These numbers are drawn from the season calendar, available on the orchestra’s website: 
https://www.philorch.org. 
   
71 Rufus Hallmark, “The Star Conductor and Musical Virtuosity” in The Orchestra: A Collection of 23 Essays on Its 
Origins and Transformations, ed. Joan Peyser (New York: Hal Leonard, 2006), 567.  
 
72 Peter Dobrin, “Building on Hope, Not Only for City’s Children, But Also for All Orchestras,” PI January 6, 2011, 
online at http://www.philly.com/philly/columnists/peter_dobrin/ 
20110106_Building_on_hope__not_only_for_citys_children__but_also_for_all_orchestras.html. 
  
73 It should be noted here that Play On, Philly! continued (and continues) as a thriving nonprofit, providing free 
orchestral education for kindergartners through twelth-graders across Philadelphia.  
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arts ecosystem, and to maximize its impact to the community it serves.74    
 
While HEAR is in its nascent stages, the Philadelphia Orchestra recently announced an 
unrestricted bequest that will allow the program to pursue its mission, thus hopefully providing 
an inclusive point of access to a wider spectrum of the Philadelphia community. Whether the 
orchestra can couple its new commitment to community education with a parallel one to 
diversity in its repertoire and among its performers, remains to be seen.   
In 2017, the composer and Philadelphia native David Lang premiered a new work, 
“Symphony for a Broken Orchestra” at the city’s 23rd Street Armory. Written as a response to 
severe budget cuts in the Philadelphia school system, the work employed four hundred amateur 
and professional musicians playing instruments that were actually discarded, left behind when 
the Philadelphia music education budget dropped from $1.3 million in 2007 to merely $50,000 in 
2017.75 The groups most severely affected by the cuts, of course, were low-income minorities. In 
discussing the work, Lang underscored the social connectivity that musical performance 
provides. “When you play an instrument in a public school, this is the lesson you are learning. I 
have a connection to the person next to me and our connection is on our combined ability to 
build something beautiful.”76 This connectivity illustrates the orchestral community at its most 
fundamental. In the relaunch of its education initiatives, the Philadelphia Orchestra has the 
opportunity to realign its core purpose alongside the idea that music-making is a social 
	
74 The Philadelphia Orchestra website: https://www.philorch.org.  
 
75 Joshua Barone, “A Symphony Breathes Life into 400 Broken Instruments,” NYT, December 4, 2017, online at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/04/arts/music/philadelphia-david-lang-symphony-for-a-broken-orchestra.html.  
76 David Lang, quoted in Neda Ulaby, “The Healing Sound of a Broken Orchestra,” Deceptive Cadence, November 




enterprise. In so doing, they would ignite a future for those students whose potential instruments 
sit discarded, and redefine its relationship with the diversity and dynamism of their fellow 






In his foundational 1934 collection, Art as Experience, John Dewey wrote of the schism 
between high art and ordinary experience:  
The gulf which exists generally between producer and consumer in modern society operates 
to create also a chasm between ordinary and esthetic experience. Finally we have, as the 
record of this chasm, accepted as if it were normal, the philosophies of art that locate it in a 
region inhabited by no other creature, and that emphasize beyond all reason the merely 
contemplative character of the esthetic.1 
 
 
This dissertation has sought to understand the American symphony orchestra in 2020 not 
only as a self-reflexive community—creating art through the seamless coordination of its distinct 
musical entities and, beyond that, its managerial structure—but also as a living, breathing 
organism in its larger sociological ecology. Specifically, symphony orchestras exist in spaces 
that are socio-economically, racially, and culturally diverse; yet historically, their onstage 
makeup and their artistic output has neither reflected nor welcomed the very community that 
surrounds them. The fate of an orchestra’s artistic and social relevance hinges on this continued 
self-isolation—or should we say overcoming it—as understood through a series of distinct 
artistic, managerial, structural, and philosophical choices.  
Chapters One and Two addressed the ways in which symphony orchestras in the United 
States, as exemplified by those in Philadelphia and Los Angeles, have both thrived and faltered 
through choices in architecture and urban planning, through the makeup of their personnel and 
organizational philosophies, and through repertoire and programming, to the extent that those 
choices are inclusive or exclusive of their communities. Chapter Three looked to the Venezuelan 
El Sistema, a remarkable if flawed orchestral education program, and illustrated ways in which 
	
1	John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York, Capricorn Press, 1934), 9.  	
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music can be conceived as a social service. In thinking of music as such, El Sistema provides its 
students with a comprehensive music education, while it simultaneously conceives of the 
symphony orchestra as a purveyor of its communities’ social values and identities, and provides 
access and new relevance to a body of artistic work that is typically distanced from diverse, low-
income, and non-European populations. This chapter also attempted to look behind the not-
insignificant rhetoric that inevitably surrounds any description of the program, and the deeply 
problematic quandary of reconciling a program built to create social good with the despotic, 
authoritarian government that holds it up as a flagship achievement.   
Chapter Four then returned to the United States in order to ask how American symphony 
orchestras might translate El Sistema’s use of music as a tool for social justice to create a new 
paradigm for the ways in which orchestras can interact with their communities in the United 
States. It also pointed to the ways in which systemic inequalities in early education create 
roadblocks to this end. As a means of navigating past obstacles, it asked how the concept of 
cultural democracy might begin to create a pathway to access for historically marginalized 
voices.  
Finally, Chapter Five continued this thread and examined not only diversity and 
representation (or lack thereof) on the concert stage, but also the ways in which the concept of 
artistic excellence is often unnecessarily at odds with the need for wider access. Once again, 
Philadelphia and Los Angeles served as examples of the ways in which symphony orchestras in 
the United States have or have not adapted the themes of social justice (espoused by El Sistema) 
in order to make art of the highest caliber that is at the same time relevant and accessible to a 
diverse and ever-broadening community. Ideally, the symphony orchestra in the United States 
should reflect the diversity and dynamism of the present-day populace, not preserve historic 
137 
 
systems of inequality. In order to do that, it must radically reconceive its role within the 
community ecosystem that supports it, creating a model that embraces both social inclusion and 
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